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ABSTRACT 
A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, gender, and 
Class in Single Parent African American Mothers of Delinquent Youth 
Denise Ray 
Eric Johnson, Ph.D., Chairman 
 
 
 
This qualitative study examined the lived experiences of single parent African 
American mothers of delinquent youth in the context of several socio-cultural factors. 
Race, gender, class, single parenthood and juvenile justice/child maladjustment are all 
explored to ascertain how participants make meaning of these factors in their lives. 
African American women possess a unique history bounded by oppressive factors 
emerging in slavery and existent in the 21st century. A major purpose of this study was to 
explore lived experience for greater understanding of the lives of these mothers and how 
such experiences inform the parenting process relative to the rearing of sons who had 
been adjudicated in juvenile court.  The study also gives voice to these mothers whose 
stories might otherwise go untold. A phenomenological methodology was used to derive 
lived experience. Critical Race Theory (CRT) is used as the interpretive lens in 
highlighting concepts of societal issues pertaining to race, class and gender. CRT also 
espouses the importance of intersectionality that conveys the necessity to view 
oppressive factors related to African American women in integrated ways. This 
investigation consisted of semi-structured interviews with three African American 
mothers. Data was gathered on audio and video tapes, and field notes. Data analysis was 
organized around general themes developed for each contextual factor and used to create 
textural and structural descriptions of experience. Core themes were extracted from the 
general themes to derive the essence of lived experience through a composite synthesis of 
  
vii
the data. Core themes by contextual factor are: Race  (Managing feelings of inferiority, 
Racism’s spillover in Black families, Human equality); Gender (An independent sense of 
self, The desire and power of female voice, The inevitability of male dominance); Class  
(Cultural constructs, The influence of time, space and others, A conscious choice); Single 
parenting (Beyond overwhelming, Confronting the self of the mother) Juvenile justice/ 
Child maladjustment (A range of emotions, Emerging helplessness, Limited benefits, A 
search for causality). Participants have revealed significantly oppressive challenges, the 
essence of which has been captured through phenomenological investigation. 
Additionally, heightened levels of resiliency have been uncovered in their lifelong 
journey of managing their challenges.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
The family is the most salient of institutions in any social system. When children 
in families fail to adjust in socially acceptable ways, causative factors are generally 
explored in an attempt to correct the child’s functioning (Deliere & Kalil, 2002). 
Causative factors have historically been linked to family functioning and family structure 
(Zimmerman, Salem & Maton, 1995). In examining family dynamics research has 
focused largely on White middle class single mothers (Salem, Zimmerman, & Notaro, 
1998). Over the past thirty years there has been an increase in the study of African 
American family life (Allen & James, 1998). Over a similar period households headed by 
females in the United States have seen a marked increase. In 1970, 28 percent of all 
households were headed by females. By 1980 the number increased to 40 percent and to 
44 percent by 1990 (Jarrett, 1998). The increase in African American female-headed 
households has been even more notable (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Becker & Liddle, 2001). 
African American single mothers give birth to nearly two-thirds of all African American 
children born in the United States annually (Becker & Liddle, 2001). The greater number 
of children and adolescents presenting with maladaptive behaviors, including 
delinquency, will likely come from low-income homes headed by single African 
American mothers, primarily due to economic and family process issues (Tatum, 1996; 
Salem, Zimmerman, & Notaro, 1998; Demuth & Brown, 2004; Eitle, 2006).  
The juvenile justice system is overwhelmingly and disproportionately represented 
by African American youth, largely from single parent homes (Wells & Rankin, 1991; 
Tatum, 1996; Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), 2002; 
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Center on Juvenile & Criminal Justice, 2003; Demuth & Brown, 2004). According to 
OJJDP, in 2000 the racial composition of the juvenile population was 79 percent White, 
16 percent African American, and 5 percent belonging to other groups. It should be noted 
that most Hispanics are grouped with Whites in this report, the explanation provided is  
Hispanic is an ethnic designation. Of all juveniles arrested for violent crimes 55 percent 
involved White youth and 42 percent involved African American youth. Arrests for lesser 
offenses were charged to 69 percent of White youth and 27 percent of African American 
youth. The Violent Crime Index (OJJDP, 2002) shows the arrest rate for African 
American youth was almost four times that of White youth. The property Crime Index for 
African American youth was twice that of White youth.  
In their study on family functioning and violent youthful offenders, Gorman-
Smith, Tolan, Zelli, and Huesmann (1996) found that family relationships and parenting 
variables have the ability to predict risks for antisocial behavior with consistency. 
However, some important factors concerning the experiences of single African American 
mothers have been insufficiently addressed in the literature collectively. The focus of this 
research project is to begin to examine essential socio-historical factors that impact the 
lives of African American single mothers and bear influence on the rearing process. 
Those factors are represented by the intersection of race, gender, and class.  
The nature of African American family structure might best be understood 
through a depiction of the historical circumstances that thrust African Americans into a 
unique position pertaining to race in the United States. Allen and James (1998) suggest 
there are four major transitions African Americans have undergone historically that 
contribute to experiential differences from a racial standpoint: 1) The slave trade, 2) 
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emancipation, 3) southern migration, and 4) desegregation laws. These transition events 
bring with them significant and profound realities that have influenced African American 
culture and help to frame Black family life. 
The issue of gender equally has roots quite deep and profound. Gender is 
traceable to early Christianity and Western European civilization. An epistemology 
emerged subjugating women and people of color to the lowest rung of society, the 
implication being that there may have been no deliberate hierarchical or gender 
designations prior to this time period (Saba, Karrer & Hardy, 1990). More than 2000 
years stands between the epistemological underpinnings of gender in the world, yet the 
field of family therapy has not been a conduit for sufficiently addressing the dynamics of 
gender and power as they impact African American mothers (Haddock, Zimmerman, & 
MacPhee, 2000).   
Feminist theory offers a viable framework for understanding the gender related 
struggles of African American mothers. Sexism is a form of domination in the lives of 
women that directly shapes relations of power in social, familial and intimate contexts 
(hooks, 1989). Most families, hooks (1989) asserts, are dually informed by a politic of 
domination and a characterization as relations of care and connection, thereby being 
defined as institutions with the urge to promote as well as inhibit growth. Exploitation 
and oppression first experienced in families of origin makes one feel all the more 
powerless when faced with dominating factors outside the home. How then are women 
poised to manage the humiliation and shame of domination in rearing children and 
interfacing with social systems (hooks, 1989)? 
Socio-economic issues for African Americans are largely rooted in racism (Boyd-
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Franklin, 1989). Whites see themselves clearly in terms of their position in society. For 
African Americans the issue is not so well defined. Middle-class Blacks exist between 
two worlds, occupying a privileged position in the Black community, yet not being 
acknowledged fully in the White community despite upward mobility. Boyd-Franklin 
(1989) posits that this is a pattern African Americans experience at all levels of the socio-
economic scale. 
A lack of formal education casts Blacks out of the opportunity structure despite 
their viable talents. The result is often pervasive discrimination that may be exacerbated 
for single-parent African American mothers (Boyd-Franklin, 1989). 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the interpretive lens through which race, class, and 
gender are examined in this study. CRT’s role is to aid in the interpretive process of a 
phenomenological methodology and to enhance its theoretical tenets where appropriate 
(Ray, 1994). Its central-most theme is that which prescribes racism in the United States 
as a normal everyday experience, appearing natural to people in this society (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 2000; McDowell & Jervis, 2004). An ingrained white 
supremacist society perpetuates racism in institutions and cultural practices in ways that 
are unrecognizable (McDowell & Jeris, 2004). This viewpoint alludes to the difficulties 
of African Americans to readily change or improve their status. CRT further concerns 
itself with the societal struggles of women in general, citing the relationship between 
power and social role construction. Finally, CRT espouses the concept of 
intersectionality, where race, gender, and class are combined in ways that illustrate the 
complex world of African American women, given the plurality of their existence and 
varied social contexts (Daly, 1993; Hill Collins, 1998; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; 
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Constantine, 2002; Jones, 2003). 
Phenomenology is the research methodology this study utilizes to derive the lived 
experiences of study participants. It is effective in bringing to the surface hidden issues 
and through use of its descriptive and interpretive principals regarding narrative text, the 
voices of study participants are heard (Lester, 1999). The utilization of phenomenological 
methods challenges structural or normative assumptions about the experiences of 
participants in that it elicits the experiences and perceptions of participants from their 
personal perspectives (Lester, 1999).  
The purpose of this study is to uncover the inimitable social and personal 
challenges of single-parent African American mothers of delinquent youth and to give 
voice to their stories. Chapter Two explores the literature in five areas encompassing the 
research question: 1) Critical Race theory, 2) dimensions of race, gender, and class 
relative to African American women, 3) origin of African American family structure with 
socio-cultural factors and family dynamics, and 4) family dynamics and children’s 
maladjustment. Chapter Three examines the methodology of phenomenology, 
highlighting philosophical and research underpinnings, core themes, modes of inquiry, 
method of preparation, and the outline and rationale of the data analysis strategy. Chapter 
Four presents phenomenological findings and Chapter Five focuses on the discussion.  
It is hoped that this research 1) contributes in significant ways to building 
theoretical structures that underlie more salient understanding of the evolution of 
experiences of African American mothers, 2) contributes to the identification of the 
unique challenges African American single mothers face, 3) illuminate important 
historical and cultural differences useful in the family therapy practice setting, and 4) 
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support the enhancement of holistic family treatment and interventions in juvenile justice. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
For single parent African American mothers who are heads of their household, 
historical and societal issues of race, gender and class may present unique struggles 
related to parenting and the development of delinquent behavior in offspring. Much of 
the existing literature on African American families covers significant ground from the 
legacy and impact of slavery on contemporary Black family structure to current day 
issues encompassing single parenthood. The literature also adequately represents the 
relationship between single parent, African American mothers and the potential for 
maladjustment in children, particularly delinquency. A paucity of literature exists, 
however, that closely examines the socio-historical experiences of African American 
mothers from the joint perspective of race, gender, and class and the impact of such 
experiences on parenting. In what follows, the literature is explored in several areas:  
Critical Race Theory, the interpretive lens for phenomenological findings; dimensions of 
race, gender and class; African American family structure and origin; and family 
processes/dynamics and child maladjustment.  
A significant portion of the literature review relies on the scholarly opinions and 
seminal works of authors of African American life and the historical evolution of the 
Black family from slavery to the 21st century. Then research is reviewed to yield an 
integrated understanding of the phenomenon in its varied forms. Thus, the literature is 
used to enhance factual and theoretical sensitivity as well as the conceptual richness of 
the experiences and ensuing situations of the life of the African American mother. 
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CRITICAL RACE THEORY 
Overview 
The concept of Critical Race Theory (CRT) originated in the 1970’s with the 
work of legal scholars Derrick Bell, Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado (Delgado, 
2001; Ladsen-Billings, 2000; McDowell & Jeris, 2004). CRT began as legal discourse 
emanating from a critical legal studies (CLS) movement. CLS, originating among a 
predominantly White group of law professors with a leftist political viewpoint, was 
considered the dominant progressive movement in law schools during the period to 
which a few significant scholars of color had become attracted (Crenshaw, Delgado, 
Lawrence & Matsuda, 1993). CLS originators had a vested interest in the civil rights 
movement of the 1960’s. They worked closely with people of color in advancing the 
cause of equal rights. Some CLS proponents continued to be supportive in the efforts to 
integrate the student body and faculty of law schools. Their aim was also in helping to 
address the needs of communities of color toward a more responsive legal scholarship 
and curricula (Crenshaw et al., 1993). The CLS movement, in essence, sought to address 
oppressive social structures present in American society through an interpretation of legal 
doctrine that would bring to light the ways in which legal ideology supported and 
legitimized America’s class structure (Ladsen-Billings, 2000).  
It is clear that CLS as a legal reform movement born in elite institutions of legal 
pedagogy, had at its core a well-intentioned social and legal purpose (West, 1993). 
Critics, according to West, believed CLS had fallen short as a significant response of law 
professors and students toward comprehensive social and legal reform. It failed to 
address racism in its scholarly critique of mainstream legal ideology in the United States 
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and positioned the United States as a meritocracy (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Racial reform 
has been hindered by political and legal attempts to down play the existence of race and 
racism in society through its notion of a “color- blind” meritocracy (Brady, Eatman & 
Parker, 2000; McDowell & Jeris, 2004). West (1993) further questioned the Movement’s 
aim toward a more credible and attainable social structure and legal system beneficial to 
the whole of American culture. 
CRT emerged as both a plausible outgrowth of CLS and a separate entity by legal 
scholars of color who had become disenchanted with the efforts of CLS (Ladson- 
Billings, 2000; Roithmayr, 1999; Crenshaw et al., 1993). CRT proponents characterized 
racial reform in the country as slow and losing ground against the gains made during the 
civil rights era (Crenshaw et al., 1993; Taylor, 2000). Delgado (2001) asserts that among 
the many building blocks of CRT, the theory expounds on the insights of critical legal 
studies, conventional civil rights thought, and radical feminism. These insights have 
informed the construction of the basic tenets of the movement. While there exists 
numerous tenets explained and utilized in ways most relevant to a particular discipline or 
ideology there is no consensus on a contained list (Crenshaw et al., 1993; Delgado, 2001; 
Ladson-Billings, 2000; McDowell & Jeris, 2004). I have set apart those themes that best 
serve to enhance phenomenological research. Prior to the examination of those most 
relevant to the study, it is useful to note that CRT cannot be understood as a set of ideas 
or principles rooted in abstract terms (Crenshaw et al., 1993).  As activists of the civil 
rights movement began to believe that dominant conceptions on race, racism and 
inequality were not going to produce true racial justice, a more political action oriented 
approach would be conceived to “confront and oppose dominant societal and institutional 
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forces that maintain the structures of racism while professing the goal of dismantling 
racial discrimination” (Crenshaw, et al., 1993, p. 5). The stage was therefore set 
regarding the entrenched nature of race, racism and inequality, its effect on many people 
of color and their respective contextual and historical stories/issues, and the ensuing 
struggle ahead. CRT provides the interpretive lens through which phenomenological data 
 can be examined against issues of race, gender, and social class of African American 
mothers.   
Race and Racism  
For purposes of this study the central-most theme of CRT is that which prescribes 
racism in the United States as a normal, ordinary, everyday experience, appearing natural 
to people in this society (Delgado, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 2000; McDowell & Jeris, 
2004). This naturalistic view fosters the notion of a “color-blind” society. This serves to 
deny the concrete and experiential effects of racism and position in its place a view that 
renders society as a meritocracy with an “equal but different” system (MacDowell & 
Jeris, 2004). This system analysis precludes a critical historic and contemporary 
examination of the depth of race and racism. CRT’s efforts are directed toward an  
appropriate framework for addressing America’s racial problems. 
A second CRT tenet holds that racism is endemic and deeply ingrained in 
American culture (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2000). Racism is not 
simply isolated, random, or individual acts. Its institutionalized and structural nature 
masks pervasive daily occurrences. The CRT perspective discounts the notion that racism 
is an individual, psychological problem. It further asserts that racism is not an aberration 
but a normal event (Delgado 2001; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Jeris & McDowell 
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(2004) expand on this concept by asserting that white supremacy is rendered 
unrecognizable because of the depth of its existence in society. Some CRT scholars who 
are referred to as “idealists” believe that racism and racial stereotypes can be changed: 
Racism and discrimination are matters of thinking, mental categorization, attitude, 
and discourse. Race is a social construction, not biological reality. Hence we may 
unmake it and deprive it of much of its sting by changing the system of images, 
words, attitudes, unconscious feelings, scripts, and social teachings by which we 
convey to one another that certain people are less intelligent, reliable, 
hardworking, virtuous, and American than others. (Delgado, 2001, p. 17) 
This tenet describes how racism becomes played out in society while the first 
tenet serves as the foundation that perpetuates racist acts. 
Social Justice 
A third tenet of CRT is social justice. McDowell & Jeris (2004) posit that social 
justice is the ultimate goal of CRT. The strategy is to unmask and expose racism in all of 
its forms (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Drawn to social constructionist theory, proponents of 
CRT contend that race is a product of social thought and social relations created 
conveniently by dominant society. Physical attributes such as those which link various 
ethnic groups (skin, hair texture and physique) are used to draw differences of inferiority. 
  Those attributes that all people have in common, such as personality, intelligence, and 
moral behavior are ignored. These are scientific facts that contribute to the creation of 
difference by race by virtue of a focus upon physicality. This fosters a pseudo-
permanence or false sense that stereotypic characteristics of certain groups are true and 
unyielding (Delgado, 2001). More on the social construction of race is reviewed in the 
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section on Dimensions of Race, Class, and Gender. 
A fourth CRT theme is that of story telling and narrative analysis. Drawing on an 
extensive history that includes slave narratives and tales written by Black captives 
describing plantation life, CRT espouses that writers and thinkers of color have a unique 
voice given their oppressed and marginalized existence in society (Delgado, 2001; 
Ladson- Billings, 2000; McDowell & Jeris, 2004). Likewise, people of color in general 
have a shared historical experience which, because of reasons of subjugation, will 
unlikely be heard but for researchers who return to the “fields” (places where people of 
color toil and experience life day to day) to give voices to their own people with a focus 
on “…their perspectives, worldviews, and epistemologies” (Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 
270), a concept consistent with phenomenological research. How similar are the stories 
of African Americans today, specifically women who continue, in large measure, to head 
their households and rear children as single parents (Salem, Zimmerman, & Notaro, 
1998) 400 years after the institution of slavery began in America? 
Fifth, CRT added to its early tenets insights emanating from the feminists’ 
movement citing the relationship between power and social role construction. 
Simultaneously, the notion of a patriarchal society made up largely of invisible patterns 
and customs that inspire other forms of domination is of great concern to CRT 
proponents (Delgado, 2001). The feminist movement, while white dominated, ushered in 
an era of insightfulness, definition, and clarification that would place emphasis on the 
societal struggles of women in general. CRT, in its concept of intersectionality, depicts 
the complex world of African American women given the plurality of their existence. 
From this perspective, CRT focuses on the historical underpinnings of gender. An in-
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depth literature review that includes the origin of gender oppression and feminist 
perspectives is discussed in a subsection on gender below. 
Intersectionality 
“Intersectionality” represents the combination of race, sex, class, sexual 
orientation and national origin (Constantine, 2002; Daly, 1993; Delgado, 2001; Collins, 
1998; Jones, 2003) under examination as groupings of these categories become played 
out in various cultural contexts. Constantine (2002), Daly (1993), Delgado (2001), 
Collins (1998), and Jones (2003) assert that when an individual occupies more than one 
of these categories he or she exists at an intersection of recognized sites of oppression. 
Examples of such include a gay Latino, poor Native American, or African American 
female. The issue becomes one of how to analyze the nature of oppression in such an 
individual’s life. CRT proponents ask should each disadvantaging factor be considered 
separately, in a combined fashion, or in yet another manner?  They further ask should 
those individuals who experience multiple forms of oppression be set aside with their 
own descriptive classifications from those who experience singular forms of 
discrimination? There may be no comfortable category for intersectional persons who 
seek out social movements such as feminism or gay liberation (Delgado, 2001). Delgado 
(2001) makes a clear and compelling case for the complexities African American women 
face in society: 
Imagine a black woman. She may be oppressed because of her race. She may also 
be so because of her gender. If she is a single working mother, she may experience 
discrimination by virtue of her status as well. She experiences, potentially, not only 
multiple forms of oppression, but forms unique to her and to others in her class. Suppose 
 14
 
that such a person experiences discrimination at her workplace. She arrives one day to 
find a new supervisor, who, it turns out, does not like black women, believing them lazy 
and unreliable. So he assigns her disagreeable work, requires her to notify him whenever 
she leaves her work area, and neglects to advise her of opportunities for promotion for 
which she is otherwise qualified. 
She resolves to sue. But on what theory? Suppose she sues for racial 
discrimination-her supervisor does discriminate against her because she is black. But 
suppose it turns out that the supervisor does not dislike black men, in fact, treats them 
well. He likes playing basketball with them after work, discussing sports with them on 
Monday, and engaging in easy banter with them. Under applicable state and federal anti-
discrimination statutes, the supervisor might well fend off a discrimination suit, since he 
does not discriminate against blacks per se-just against black women. (p. 52-53). 
This example of intersectionality depicts that discrimination based on race and 
sex would not be easy to prove despite obvious biases toward the woman. Equally 
compelling is the author’s scenario related to social movements and politics relative to 
black women: 
Imagine that she wants to join with others in a movement to change society’s 
treatment of people like her. She might look to the feminist movement for support and 
solidarity.  But she is likely to find that the white-dominated movement embraces an 
agenda and set of concerns that arise out of the White female experience, for example, 
the glass ceiling, abortion rights, and the election of a White female president of the 
United States. She is more interested in day care reform and Head Start programs for her 
young children. The feminist movement welcomes her with open arms, for she is one 
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more soldier to add to the ranks. But will its agenda ever fully address her concerns? 
Imagine, then, that she resolves to join the civil rights movement, hoping to 
address the type of discrimination that she suffers at work. This time she finds that racism 
is indeed the primary focus of the group. It supports affirmative action, restructuring the 
criminal justice system to eradicate disparities, and electing black mayors. But while 
these concerns are ones she shares as a black person, they are not necessarily the ones in 
the forefront of her consciousness. The male-dominated civil rights movement will 
welcome her and persons like her, needing their numbers, but until they become a 
significant force within the group, is apt to afford her concerns scant attention. 
Movement leaders may even ask her to stuff envelopes, answer the telephone or make 
coffee. 
If she persists in raising her concerns, she may even find herself accused of being 
divisive. Feminists may tell her to put aside her concerns as a black woman for a 
moment, in the effort for a “united” sisterhood, while the black men may be so caught up 
with life and death issues, such as disproportionate imposition of the death penalty, or 
racial profiling of black male motorists, that they react impatiently to her requests to 
consider her predicament at work   (Delgado, 2001, P. 54). 
The point of understanding the issues facing African American women is that 
even amid movements for racial and equal justice the particular needs of this subgroup 
will often go unaddressed in favor of broader concerns and interests of the dominant 
movement. Uncovering the complexities of difference is a difficult challenge. African 
American women with offspring who become involved in the juvenile justice system will 
likely have experienced the intersectionality of race, gender, and class, the essence of 
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which constitutes multiple forms of oppression. 
The constructs race, gender, and class individually and combined are well 
represented in the literature. The relevance of these constructs in social contexts is 
defined and noted by numerous authors. These authors have cited the importance of 
viewing the constructs in integrated ways or applying an intersectional focus to fully 
understand the lived experience of African American women (Cole & Omari, 2003; 
Constantine, 2002; Daly, 1993; Delgado, 2001; Collins, 1998).  Race, gender, and class 
are defined as social, political, and economic constructs that constitute dimensions of 
oppression and discrimination (Harley, Jolivette, McCormick, & Tice, 2002). This 
section will define the oppressive nature of each construct and discuss the views in the 
literature supporting the integration of race, gender and class as a means by which to 
view social relations of African American women in multiple and interactive terms 
(Daly, 1993).  
Collins (1998), focusing upon contemporary Black family organization, posits 
that the 1980’s and 90’s introduced scholarship that increasingly focused on bringing to 
the forefront the interconnectedness of oppressive systems that better define and analyze 
African American family organization. Social class, gender, race, and nationalism, 
converge to form a unique historical experience for a particular group (Collins, 1998). 
Constantine (2002) notes that each construct represents a cultural lens through which 
experiences and personal phenomena germane to an individual should be viewed. In 
keeping with the concept of intersectionality, Constantine (2002) states that consideration 
of each variable singularly as it affects the lives of African American women would fail 
to capture the complexities of an individual’s experiences and personal phenomena. Kim 
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(2001), in examining the most effective tools for developing a women’s study program, 
explains that to separate race and gender in studying women of color will result in an 
incomplete understanding of the realities of this group. To focus on the intersection of 
race, class, and gender is to focus on the multiplicity of oppression (Harley et al., 2002). 
The constructs need to be understood from an integrative perspective rather than adding 
one to the other. The experiences of African American women are characterized by a 
distinctive intersection of constructs with social, political, economic, and cultural 
implications. These constructs are defined by the status of an individual as well as by 
institutional and societal forces containing the power to construct hierarchies, which in 
turn create inequalities (Harley et al., 2002). This takes into account historical and 
pervasive effects of the marginalization of African American women and the impact of 
these social systems of power on their lives and their families (Jones, 2003).  
These constructs, not being mutually exclusive, operate either independently or 
simultaneously. The dynamics each construct represents may intensify and compound the 
effects of the other (Bograd, 1999). The convergence of the constructs demonstrate the 
complexities of oppression uniquely experienced by African American women. While the 
constructs of race, gender and class are a means by which to analyze and theorize about 
equality, Daly (1993) posits that the constructs exclude other meaningful social factors 
such as ethnicity, age, and sexuality and as a result the literal use of the combined 
constructs could be problematic. However, the focus here is upon the intersectionality of 
oppressive phenomena clearly to bring about understanding of exclusion and 
marginalization that affect African American women, particularly in view of their role as 
mothers. The challenge for individuals and systems becomes that of considering the 
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everyday power interactions, configurations, and ensuing degrees of domination and 
subordination in a woman’s daily social relations and the impact thereof (Daly, 1993). 
The concepts of “perspectivalism” and “multiple consciousness” (Delgado, 2001) 
are critical tools that support an understanding of difference. Perspectivalism, examining 
how the world appears from the perspective of the individual, provides awareness of the 
predicament of those who exist within the intersectional sphere. The notion of multiple 
consciousness holds that most people experience the world differently on different 
occasions based upon who they are, experiencing the multiplicity of life’s existence. 
Critical Race Theorists believe that society’s attention to the multiplicity of social life 
will render our institutions and social practices better poised to change the racial 
problems that beset us as a society. 
Class 
CRT’s connection to social class is largely contained in the concept of 
intersectionality where class represents one of the multiple points of oppression. 
According to Delgado (2001), some scholars of the Movement undertake the issue of 
housing segregation as it pertains to race and class simultaneously. Others focus on job 
discrimination in higher salaried positions. An issue in the forefront of CRT is that of 
international economic globalization. In a globalizing economy Delgado (2001) states 
that manufacturing jobs have been removed from the inner cities and replaced with high 
technology positions for which many minorities have little to no training. This creates 
high unemployment and impoverished conditions for those on the low end of the 
socioeconomic scale. Billingsley (1998) contends that millions of unskilled, uneducated 
and inexperienced Blacks have been thrown out of labor force in light of rapid 
 19
 
technological changes associated with economic forces. Accordingly, this creates job 
instability for families that becomes reflected in a lack of commitment to marriage, 
parenthood, and other relationships. CRT scholars recognize the complex intersection of 
poverty and race that renders the predicament of very poor African American families as 
different from their White counterparts. They believe that poverty for people of color is 
very different from that of other groups (Delgado, 2001) in light of exclusionary practices 
related to housing, mortgage, neighborhood, and schooling opportunities which became 
particularly evident following the end of WWII. These issues have a significant impact 
on the lives of African American single mothers as they encounter discrimination from a 
class perspective.  A review of the literature on social class appears below. 
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DIMENSIONS OF RACE, GENDER, and CLASS 
The oppressive nature of each variable forming the construct of race, gender, and 
class is discussed individually to lend historic and enveloping criteria toward an 
understanding of the worldview of African American women.  
Race 
Race has been defined in the literature in many ways from a concept of biological 
and physical attributes to one involving a process of social, historical, political and 
cultural aspects of society (Harley, et al., 2002). Others, the authors contend, have 
pointed out that race in America is not a matter of cultural or genetic elements but a 
matter of American political oppression. 
As an oppressive construct, the essence of race herein refers to the nomenclature 
of difference in American culture. Racial differences are not problems in and of 
themselves, but prejudice and discrimination based upon these differences pose 
significant problems.  The issue with race for African Americans in general and women 
in particular, rests with being treated unfairly and viewed as inferior through a process of 
systemic discrimination and prejudice (Green, 1998).  
Boyd-Franklin (1989) asserts that slavery set the tone for African Americans 
being treated as inferior. The skin-color of African Americans serves as a veritable and 
inescapable badge of difference, states Boyd-Franklin. Boxill (2001), asserting that race 
was invented by Europeans, cites two views of how this invention came about. The first 
view espouses that Europeans invented the notion of biological race during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries to justify European colonialism and chattel slavery (Smith, 
2006). A second view considers that the idea of race on part of Europeans came before 
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Africans were enslaved but paved the way to the crime of slavery. Parker and Lynn 
(2002) state that race is a sociopolitical construction. They assert that critical race 
theorists, in determining race has fluid, decentered social meanings continually shaped by 
political pressures, have called for a reexamination of race as a concept. By the 1980’s, 
racial inequities were frequently captured by the disproportionate number of African 
Americans in poverty, residing in substandard housing, who find themselves homeless, 
who become disinterested in staying in school, and who are unemployed (Boyd-Franklin, 
1989). Bell (1992) offered a similar view regarding findings of a 1990 data compilation 
for basic measures of income, poverty and unemployment of African Americans. He 
concluded that the gains African Americans made in light of racism, discrimination, and 
oppression had been reversed, largely because of deeply imbedded personal attitudes and 
public policy assumptions which long supported racial bias. The socio-economic divide 
between African Americans and the dominant culture is discussed in the next section.  
The origin of racism and difference discrimination of African Americans in the 
United States indeed began with the slave trade. Slavery was the wellspring from which 
Blacks’ inferior treatment originated (Boyd-Franklin, 1989). Bell (1992), in his statement 
“The racism that made slavery feasible is far from dead in the last decade of the twentieth 
century…” (p. 3), demonstrates a depth of racial discrimination today that cannot be 
washed away by the sheer passing of time. Four hundred years earlier, according to 
Elkins (1976), this legal rendering of the Maryland and Virginia legislature’s role in the 
creation of a state of perpetual slavery for blacks and their families took place: 
All Negroes or other slaves within the province [according to a Maryland law of 
1663], and all Negroes and other slaves to be hereafter imported into the 
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province, shall serve durante vita; and all children born of any Negro or other 
slave, shall be slaves as their fathers were for the term of their lives. (p. 40) 
This law was enacted following a period of colonialism that saw White servants 
as potential land-owners whose time in servitude would be limited to allow them the 
advantages of other White colonists. As the number of Africans rose in the colonies and 
efforts to improve the status of White servants became more prevalent, the gap between 
the conditions of White and Black servants became significant with regard to the issue of 
color and paved the way for a continuous slave state for Blacks (Elkins, 1976; Giddings, 
1984; Martinot, 2000). Indentured servitude would no longer apply to Blacks in the 
colonies. This was, according to both Elkins (1976) and Giddings (1984), the first legal 
step rendering Black skin as ultimately equated with the term slave, thereby inextricably 
binding slavery and race. 
As the need to profit from the labor of the Blacks increased, Giddings (1984) 
asserts that exploitation on varying levels would befall Blacks resulting in the necessary 
creation of categories of class and color. This seems closely aligned to CRT’s social 
constructionist stance that holds that society invents and manipulates racial categories 
and when it meets society’s needs such categories are retired (Delgado, 2001). An 
example of this lies in the depiction of a minority group as happy-go-lucky and happy to 
serve Whites during one period, but when conditions change this group is portrayed in 
negative ways such as being out of control, and menacing. Negative portrayals are made 
of the group in the mass media such as movies and in cartoons (Delgado, 2001). 
As we contemplate the issue of race and racism, the law enacted in 1663 along 
with Elkins’ (1976) and Giddings’ (1984) interpretation of its consequences for Black 
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servants, we begin to understand the meaning of a deeply rooted and pervasive nature of 
prejudice with its origins in White racism. The regenerative nature of negative 
circumstances facing African American families also becomes comprehensible. 
The capitalistic culture of the slave trade required that the life of a slave be 
carefully defined. The 1663 law would be modified. By 1668 children of African women 
fathered by White men would derive their condition from their mothers (no longer their 
fathers, as the 1663 law indicated) so as to insure the mulatto children fathered by slave 
owners would not be attached to their fathers legally. In a move to prevent masters from 
losing slaves by having slave children follow their fathers, it became legal that a father of 
a slave be unknown (Elkins, 1976; Giddings, 1978). This law has significant relevance in 
the discourse on the debate of the nature and origin of the single–parent characteristic of 
African American families. 
Billingsley (1968) states that slavery in the United States was significantly 
different from slavery that took place in Latin America. It was a much more oppressive 
institution. Elkins (1976) states that American slavery was unique. The desire to define 
by law the rights of White servants to only a term of servitude to encourage immigration 
to the colonies  “served to dramatize the deepening significance of color and depress the 
black ever closer to a state of perpetual slavery” (p. 40). This, Elkins (1976) posits, was 
the beginning of “perpetual and inherited chattel bondage for African slaves” (Elkins p. 
40). This supports the view that “ In a racist and classist society, neither class nor race 
can be understood by itself” (Kliman, 1998, p. 53). The intersection of race and 
economics in describing one’s condition provides a clearer view of how African 
American family life is shaped amid dominant American discourse which “… equates 
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‘White’ with ‘middle-class’ and ‘Black’ with ‘poor’. Immigrants and people of color, 
assumed to be poor and uneducated, are patronized by bureaucrats and healthcare 
workers, suspected by police and store clerks, and lied to by realtors and employers” 
(Kliman, 1998, p. 53). Kliman (1998) explains that racism intensifies class oppression, 
which leads to under-education and impoverishment of people of color in 
disproportionate numbers. This is an example of social injustice CRT proponents strive 
to remove. 
Given these assertions, the historical manifestations of slavery are worthy of 
review into the turn of the 21st century to continue examining the efforts of African 
Americans at managing the challenges of what Bell (1992) terms their  “permanent 
subordinate status”. Some contend there is a viable legacy of slavery in the 21st century 
(Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Logan, 1996; Wilson, 2002). Elkins (1976) and Wilson (2002) 
believe there are those who would question the relevance of the significant impact 
slavery would have today. Both viewpoints will serve a useful purpose in the 
examination of the lives of Africans turned Americans for evidence about family and 
lifestyle today.  
The aim of this discourse is the relationship between slavery and the ensuing 
oppressive construct of race. What is its existential impact on the African American 
mother experience in the United States today? Having already established that a 
distinction in servitude was made necessary for the advancement of White servants and 
the exploitation of Black servants (Giddings, 1984), skin color being the obvious 
difference, race for blacks in America would become a long-standing oppressive entity 
with little way out except to identify, unmask, and expose racism in all its various forms, 
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as proposed within the doctrine of CRT.  
Gender and Feminist Perspectives   
Gender as a construct is well represented in the literature. A discussion of gender 
begins with the notion of socialization. As young children, individuals are socialized 
according to familial, cultural, and societal beliefs and practices (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; 
Williams &  McBain, 2006). Traditional gender roles emanating from societal influences 
cast women as caretakers of children and households, and to be accommodating to the 
needs of men and others (Williams & McBain, 2006). When the teachings of Plato 
(427BC-347BC) were prominent, it was acceptable fare that women in general were 
categorized into three groups: “whore, mistress and wife…”, wherein wives held the 
distinction of  “organizers of the household and to provide ‘legitimate’ heirs to her 
husband’s material acquisitions” (Giddings, 1984, p.34). Giddings likens this ancient 
view toward women to the sentiments playing out in the colonies of 17th century 
America. Shaped by the culmination of a post Renaissance period and ensuing 
Commercial Revolution taking shape in the colonies, the early status of indentured Black 
servants would be clearly described. Black women in particular would fall victim to a 
race/sex dialectic that served to stereotype them as sexually provocative (Giddings, 
1984). A sexual division of labor was established for slave women and men in general. 
Women’s roles were found in caring for White children, sewing, washing and midwifery. 
Work in the field was not divided by gender but was assigned in accordance with 
strength and availability of the slaves. Female distinctions and fragility were given no 
consideration when the issue involved profit for slave owners (Amott, 1991). 
The role of women in the United States would take on particular characteristics 
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evolving from the colonial period. Gender would become that entity associated with 
inequality and inferiority to the masculine gender through the ages (Collins, 1998; hooks, 
1981; Knudsen-Martin, 1997; Zinn, 2000). In the United States there exists an historical 
construct pertaining to the subordinate position of women in general. hooks (1981) states 
European colonizers are responsible for the burgeoning patriarchal system in America. It 
was patriarchy at the time of the formation of the colonies that laid the foundation for an 
American social and political order wherein racial imperialism as well as sexism were 
integral parts (hooks, 1981). The sexism ideology of the homelands of English settlers 
would define the subordinate position of women overall and have a grave impact upon 
the lives of enslaved Black women (hooks, 1981; Giddings, 1984). Boyd-Franklin (1989) 
posits that both Black men and women were sexually abused as slaves. The role for men 
would be as breeders to replenish the labor supply slaves became known for while the 
women were abused at the sexual pleasures of their White masters. As indicated above, 
Giddings (1984) provides a riveting account of the origin of sexism as it pertains to 
African American women in particular. She outlines the historical image of African 
American women as depicted in the literature on the evolution of slavery (Giddings, 
1984; Elkins, 1976).  
In the 21st century, gender is fundamentally important in light of the multiplicity 
of ways in which women have been historically affected. The literature abounds with 
information on gender as an oppressive construct from the work force to the social 
systems encountered daily by women in general and African American women in 
particular (Amott, 1991; Bograd, 1999; Haddock, Zimmerman & MacPhee, 2000; hooks, 
1981; Knudsen-Martin, 1997). Durr and Hill (2002) acknowledge the significant 
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advances in the education, political, and economic arenas African American women have 
made over the past 40 years. The authors underscore, however, that enduring patterns of 
racial, gender, and class inequalities for women of African descent possess a salient 
quality that has not been diminished. 
According to hooks (1999) all segments of society have benefited from the 
feminist movement in terms of how one views the work place and gender roles in 
families. As hooks points out, the large majority of the nation’s poor is fast becoming 
women and single mothers who are identified in pathological terms. The movement has 
helped to counter these situations and others to help build a society where all benefit 
equally. Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller and Thomas (1995) discuss the notion of Whiteness 
and its association with an unspoken acceptance of power and authority in American 
society. They further shed light on those issues specific to women that have long been 
excluded from public debate such as gender role socialization, domestic violence, and 
child care which are hidden under the pretext of private or family issues (Parker & Lynn, 
2002). In its reference to social justice, CRT proponents take a firm stand against gender 
inequality in an effort to mediate toward change. 
Hardy (1989) states that attention to gender in family therapy literature, theory, 
and practice has increased dramatically with the “feminist critique of family therapy”. 
According to Hardy, this has challenged the family therapy field to take another look at 
systemic theory in ways that refresh traditional assumptions and include issues that affect 
women. However, the family therapy literature has largely focused on the stance 
therapists need to assume for more gender sensitive approaches to practice (Whipple 
1996; Knudsen-Martin, 1997; Haddock, 2000; Knudsen-Martin & Mahoney, 2005; 
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Williams & McBain, 2006) rather than upon the plight of single parent, low-income 
African American mothers and child maladaptive behaviors.  
The field is rightly coming into its own as it recognizes the relationship between 
family life and gender even as the field continues to face a multiplicity of social factors 
that prohibit gender equality (Knudsen-Martin, 1997). Feminist theory and family 
therapy proponents recognize this. While there have been many critics to the movement, 
it has created insightful change in the way society thinks about gender from a political 
and social standpoint. The family therapy literature is now beginning to address the 
dynamics of gender related issues that must be considered in Marriage and Family 
Therapy (MFT) training programs as well as in the therapeutic milieu for effective 
learning and treatment respectively (Haddock et al., 2000; Hardy, 1989; Knudsen-Martin, 
1997; Knudsen-Martin & Mahoney, 2005; Whipple, 1996; Williams & McBain, 2006). 
Today, while there exists extensive literature on gender, more studies are needed 
from the family therapy field on the nature of societal gender messages in the lives of 
single parent African American mothers to accompany existent studies on gender 
sensitive approaches and practices. 
Class  
Class is well represented in the social science literature. Its definitions are varied 
and contextual, contain many explanations and are complex (Kliman, 1998; Constantine, 
2002; Cole and Omari, 2003). Class is defined in multiple ways by various authors 
(Constantine, 2002). Inherent in its definitions are the implications of economic, social, 
and cultural construction (Moore, 2005). From political definitions to lifestyle, class 
affects the lives of individuals in varied ways. McGoldrick (1998) states that class 
 29
 
hierarchies are comprehensive in nature and influence all our social interactions from our 
personal hobbies to how we celebrate life cycle events. McGoldick further contends that 
class is always changing. Yet, Constantine (2002) states that class has been defined as an 
unchangeable and naturally occurring entity. From a political perspective, Constantine 
(2002) contends that as class relates to economics, the distribution of wealth in the 
United States is immensely unequal. The United States has avoided taking a perspective 
on class in a country that is pervasively focused on class. Discussions on the exploitation 
of classes and economic issues are less palatable than discussions on issues of poverty 
(Constantine, 2002). 
Bullock and Limbert (2003) note the difficulty in defining class in the America. 
In a quantitative study of 69 women receiving welfare and enrolled in an upward 
mobility training program they found the majority of respondents self-identified as poor 
or working poor but felt they ascribed to more than one social class (p < .001), explaining 
that personal interests and style of dress were middle class but their income was low 
class, depicting the difficulty surrounding class attribution. The study was designed to 
ascertain perceived class status by completing a series of survey questions. Participants 
varied by race (European American, 48 %, Latina, 29 %, African American, 6 %, 
Asian/Islander, 3 %, Native American 1 percent and 13 percent falling in an “other” 
category such as biracial) and by age (19 to 52) with the median age being 34. All 
participants were receiving some form of public assistance. The study took place in a 
community college in California. Bullock and Limbert (2003) explain that there has been 
debate among researchers on how to develop a working definition of class and the 
intrinsic worth of so-called objective indicators such as educational level, occupation, 
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and income. Class is considered by some researchers as a static variable that is stable, 
neglecting to take into account how participants experience the changeability of class and 
traverse its boundaries from one socioeconomic level to another (Bullock & Limbert, 
2003). Limitations exist with regard to generalizability to welfare recipients not enrolled 
in educational programs. This study may have some utility in depicting the complexity of 
class identification, but the sample of women (n=69) is too small and quite insignificant 
for African American women (6%) in particular to draw meaningful conclusions. 
Moreover, the particular kind of community the women resided in would be helpful, i.e. 
rural, urban, suburban, large, small, etc. More studies are indicated with a larger sample 
of Black women under similar circumstances and to obtain a clearer understanding of 
how participants come to occupy more than one social class level at one time.  
 Nesbit (2006) contends that the lives of Americans are profoundly affected by 
economic, cultural and social factors. One’s place in the economic structure of society 
shapes the creation and continuum of relationships with other people, affects how 
individuals accommodate or resist inequality and oppression and influences how we elect 
to think about these experiences. At individual, community and societal levels one’s 
personal beliefs and approach to life is connected to one’s position in an economic and 
social order (Nesbitt, 2006; Cole & Omari, 2003). Cole & Omari (2003) point to the 
psychological ramifications of social class for African Americans as it relates to the 
development of personal identity. There exists the notion of different classes among the 
African American culture where the small elite classes of Blacks failed to identify with 
Blacks fighting for equality during the Civil Rights movement. For African Americans, 
class is most essentially shaped by the economic positions they hold (Jones, 2003; 
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Martinot, 2000; Moore, 2005). Economic opportunities for African Americans have been 
limited by both institutional racism and discrimination (Moore, 2005). 
Jones (2003) posits that while social scientists have shaped theories around the 
development of racial and gender identity, such theories fail to account for how African 
Americans develop a sense of self around the ever changing and complex notion of class. 
Moreover, there is consensus (Collins, 1998; Delgado, 2001; Kim, 2001; Daly, 1993; 
Cole & Omari, 2003; Jones, 2003) that the social science literature of the 90’s is deficient 
in comparable theories that address the concept of intersectionality and class in ways that 
promote greater understanding of the social context of class. This is particularly 
meaningful when converged with other structural forces that influence the experiences of 
African American women. Economics alone is not a significant enough barometer by 
which to understand the underpinnings of class as it relates to African American families 
and social conditions in what Kliman (1998) calls “a racist and classist society”(p. 53). 
Supporting the concept of intersectionality, Kliman (1998 ) states race and class together 
offer greater clarity on the dilemmas as well as the possibilities under-privileged families 
face. Like race and gender, social class represents a system of power and oppression with 
significant social consequences for African Americans (Bograd, 1999; Delgado, 2001; 
Kliman, 1998). 
Social science research in America has traditionally viewed social class as having 
little connection to the cause of social phenomena like family organization and family 
dynamics. Instead, social class has been touted as more of an outcome of family 
organization and dynamics (Collins, 1998; Constantine, 2002) and typically believed not 
to have an important influence on African American family organization. Collins (1998) 
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suggests that there is a significant social class connection to Black family organization 
and the construction of family dynamics. Social class is a major categorical measure by 
which to understand divergent patterns of family organization in the African American 
community. To view social class as merely a backdrop to functional family processes is 
insufficient in gaining greater levels of understanding of Black family life. As one 
considers the issue of deteriorating values in African American communities, increasing 
percentages of households headed by African American females may need to be more 
closely examined in the context of global capitalist development (Collins, 1998). This 
does not assert that an erosion of Black family values is in direct response to poor 
educational and economic opportunities, but challenges social scientists to examine the 
impact upon families of broad economic policies (Collins, 1998). African American 
women are impacted by a broad economic reformation in the country that has seen the 
loss of industrial jobs leading to higher rates of poverty, the development of an 
underclass, higher rates of unmarried childrearing and greater welfare dependency (Durr 
& Hill, 2002; Goldscheider & Bures, 2003). A similar point is made by CRT proponents 
as part of their focus on the impact of class related issues on people of color (Delgado, 
2001). 
Giddings (1984) suggests that the earliest construction of class or the nature of 
distinguishing individuals or groups of people by specific economic circumstances came 
about around 1624 with the changing status of Africans in the colonies. Blacks had a 
higher status than other indentured servants because they were considered under the 
protection of International Law that was in existence upon their arrival to the colonies. 
Beginning with the first boatload of slaves arriving in Virginia in 1619 (Elkins, 1976; 
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Giddings, 1984) Africans would become immersed in a slave experience unlike any seen 
in the world before, a form of servitude created only in America by the English settlers 
(Billingsley, 1968; Elkins, 1976). There existed categories of servitude in England and 
other countries before the colonies that permitted servants the opportunity toward definite 
time limits on servitude, to become free after a period and to enter society and take their 
rightful place as artisans and property holders. Elkins (1976) explains that the preference 
for White planters to assist English-speaking Whites in the colonies grew in favor over 
Blacks who were thought of as African savage laborers. As referenced earlier, as the 
desire to encourage immigration by other European indentured servants grew the 
colonies increased the trend of setting in motion laws defining the rights of White 
servants (Elkins, 1976). At the same time such laws would serve to denigrate the 
existence of Africans as equal in the economic structure. 
In an attempt to understand the early origin of concepts around class structure and 
definition among slaves, Ruef and Fletcher (2003) assert that an early historiographic 
account of status hierarchy during slavery incorrectly assumed that there was relative 
similarity in occupational status among slaves. This account holds that there were merely 
two classes of slaves, a large class of unskilled field laborers and a smaller class of 
household servants. Economic historians (Ruef & Fletcher, 2003) discovered that large 
and mid-sized plantation systems were made up of a large number of skilled African 
artisans and semi-skilled slaves to run the systems. The authors posit that such 
differentiation was advantageous for plantation owners. From an operational or 
functional standpoint this arrangement served as a means by which owners were able to 
control their slave populations (Ruef & Fletcher, 2003). Providing another view, 
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Giddings (1984) states that during the first five years of the African’s presence in 
America (1619 to 1624) the roles of indentured servants were similar right down to the 
women. White and African women labored in similar ways. hooks (1981) notes the 
change, however, in the distribution of work that came about as a result of the increased 
need for more profitable labor. This called for the exploitation of some workers more 
than others, resulting in the creation of categories and classes of color, referenced earlier, 
based upon the mindset of the English administrators. 
Dubois (1899/1996), in his classic seminal work, The Philadelphia Negro: A 
Social Study, has conducted the first ethnographic study of the life of African Americans 
who settled in Philadelphia at the turn of the 20th century (Anderson, 1996). He 
examines class and economics and provides an analysis thereof. Dubois’ (1899/1996) 
work is described as the first of its kind to meaningfully address and illuminate in 
profound ways the lived experiences of Blacks in a post slavery era (Anderson, 1996). 
Commissioned by the University of Pennsylvania and certain benefactors,   
Dubois set out to examine the “condition” of 40,000 African Americans and to provide 
for the public a body of information that would address the “Negro problem”.  Blacks 
had begun to settle in Philadelphia as freed Negroes and fugitive slaves from 1820 to 
1840 (Dubois, 1896). Contending with being left out of the economic structure where 
new industries catered to White immigrants, widespread poverty and crime ensued on 
part of African Americans (Dubois, 1899/1996). Dubois’ study began with canvassing 
families from house to house for census data. He walked the streets of what was then 
called the seventh ward, talking and listening to the inhabitants. He mapped out the area 
and made note of ethnographic observations and collected descriptive statistics 
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(Anderson, 1996). He used six different schedules to obtain data from 2,395 people 
residing in the ward: 1) a family schedule for demographic data, 2) an individual 
schedule for similar demographic data from a single person, 3) a home schedule to 
determine data pertaining to size of a home, rent, and lodgers, 4) a street schedule to 
obtain data on the number of small streets and alleyways, 5) an institution schedule for 
institutions and organizations respondents are affiliated with, 6) and a variation of the 
individual schedule for live-in house servants. Dubois (1899/1996) conducted a general 
survey of other wards where African Americans resided as a measure of noting any 
differences in conditions of residents, population distribution, and to collect statistics 
pertaining to organizations, political activity, property, crime, and pauperism. 
Dubois’ (1899/1996) statistics on families permitted a delineation of class 
structure by four grades: 1) families with sufficient income to live well, having 
respectability, wife works as a housewife, children not compelled to contribute to 
family’s earnings. These families represent 11.5 % of the families studied or 277 
families. They were considered the aristocracy of the Negro population in the seventh 
ward. They stood out in terms of wealth, and education and were considered generally to 
be more socially efficient. They were teachers, caterers, clerks, and professional men, 2) 
working class/laborers who live comfortably and have steady work such as porters and 
waiters. They make up 1,252 of the families studied or 56 %, 3) the poor who work but 
find it difficult to make ends meet. This class represents 30.5 % of families studied or 
728 individuals, and 4) comprise the “submerged tenth” of the Negro population 
described as criminals, prostitutes and loafers of their time. Out of 2,395 reported 
families, 138 or 5.8 % amounting to five to six hundred individuals made up this class. 
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Dubois’ (1899/1996) study indicates that while Negro women were bread winners 
employed at a rate of 43 % as compared to 16.3 % for native White women, there were 
major restrictions for Negro women in occupations and wages. For Negro women wages 
were at the lowest point, with exceptions for certain domestic services bound by 
customary wages. Negro women worked in jobs similar to those they held in slavery, 
domestic and personal service, at a rate of 74.3 % for this job category. 
Dubois’ (1899/1996) account of class provides an interesting and meaningful 
backdrop for understanding some early origins of the construct of class in the post 
Emancipation era. His account anticipates those by later researchers and theorists who 
have posited that the position of African Americans in the United States is reflective of 
the institution of slavery, racism, and overarching issues of discriminatory economics and 
poverty (Dubois, 1899/1996; Giddings, 1984; Collins, 1998). Dubois’ study of a 
burgeoning urban African America culture is riveting and timeless. It is an early critical 
and qualitatively rich portrait of a people attempting to organize their lives without 
education and without capital, to make their way in the world as best they can as freed 
men and women. 
Many authors point to varied ways of understanding class as it pertains to African 
Americans (Collins, 1998; Kliman, 1998; McGoldrick, 1998; Constantine, 2002; Cole & 
Omari, 2003; Jones, 2003; Moore, 2005). The literature has demonstrated the profundity 
of class in one’s life (Nesbitt, 2006) and how class shapes who an individual is through 
personal and political relations. Dubois’ (1899/1996) study reveals the impact of class 
and economics for Negroes in general and women in particular more than one hundred 
years ago. Today, low-income African American women still face the challenges of 
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poverty and fewer job opportunities (Durr & Hill, 2002; Goldscheider & Bures, 2003). In 
light of the increase in single parent families, an awareness of cultural differences and the 
unique evolutionary struggles experienced by African American women is crucial and 
fundamental to understanding how research might inform change for their well-being. 
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AFRICAN AMERICAN FAMILY STRUCTURE AND ORIGIN 
This section will examine the topic of Black family structure in the literature so as 
to gain a better understanding of its evolution from slavery to emancipation to the 21st 
century.  Uncovering the African American mother’s historical evolution and examining 
its effects with regard to family structure and parenting have a significant historical 
representation in the literature. 
The research and extensive study of African American families in the United 
States has grown considerably over the past few decades. There has been less attention 
paid to how families of color have been studied (Mindel & Habenstein, 1976; Allen & 
James, 1998; Murry, Smith & Hill, 2001). While the study of White families has been on 
those who occupy the socio-economic middle class, the opposite has been true in 
studying Black family life. Until the last quarter of the 20th century almost all studies on 
Black families have been on those in the lower socio-economic strata (Mindel & 
Habenstein, 1976). Too little attention has been focused specifically on within-group 
differences of African Americans (Allen, 1995; Allen & James, 1998). Studies based 
upon this notion would consider differences related to family structure, income level, 
value orientations as well as life cycle stages. The uniqueness of African American 
families given natural origin, the slave experience, and life in America is lost when 
comparing Black families to White families. Moreover, the complexities dictated by such 
experiences and the subtleties of family patterns become ignored. The result is 
widespread acceptance of African Americans being defined by crude categories, poorly 
defined conceptualizations, and negative stereotypes (Allen & James, 1998). Logan 
(1996) points out that during what she calls the Traditionalist Period of Black family life, 
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which spans from approximately 1870 to 1975, scholars studying black families 
addressed nearly all aspects of Black family life in pathological terms. Mosley-Howard 
& Evans (2000) contend that concentration was on problems and weaknesses of African 
American families. Mindel and Habenstein (1976) and Kane (2000) believed that the 
pathological description of Black families in studies was related to the conceptualization 
of a normative model for middle-class White families, which incorrectly assigned 
findings to Black families. Such conceptualizations, suggest Mindel and  Habenstein 
(1976), ignored the fact that while any racial or ethnic group may not fit a normative 
model, the family’s functional organization meets the needs of its members. 
Today there exists greater sensitivity by family scholars to include families of 
color in research (Murry et al., 2001). The effects of ethnicity and culture often become 
confounded with race and socio-economics as well as the communities in which 
populations reside. Jewell (2003) believes that there has never been consensus among 
social scientists regarding African American family structure, its origins, abilities to 
perform essential functions, nor the causes of its unique characteristics. 
There is evidence emanating from scholars of Black family life that African 
family patterns and values which pre-date slavery have survived the “slavery holocaust” 
and is predicated on pre-colonial African culture (Logan, 1996; Ruggles, 1994; Boyd-
Franklin, 1989).  Logan asserts that studies on ancient African civilization depict a 
culture that was highly evolved spiritually with significant focus on home and family life. 
Elkins (1976) depicts West African tribesmen as profoundly family oriented and 
possessing a keen sense of family authority. Accordingly, the family structure was close 
knit and the elders of the family were held in great esteem. Billingsley (1968) asserts that 
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slaves emanated from a highly civilized background of strong family and community life 
equally as viable as that of their European captors. Some CRT scholars, called “realists” 
or economic determinists, describe African civilization as highly advanced. They 
describe vast libraries and educational institutions of which educated Europeans had 
knowledge (Delgado, 2001). 
Along with the Black church and the Black school the Black family was one of 
the strongest institutions to emerge from slavery (Billingsley, 1998). Mindel and 
Habenstein (1976) posit that while significant change to the structure and function of the 
African family would take place under slavery, what did not change was the important 
value Africans held for the institution of family. Logan (1996) cites family systems 
theory as essential in clinicians and others working with Black families in gaining an 
understanding that such patterns have not been lost but are tied to the family’s emotional 
framework. Over time and space such rich patterns and values are capable of reemerging 
under the right circumstances (Logan, 1996) 
Logan (1996) and Wilson (2002) recount the work of Daniel P. Moynihan (1965) 
and E. Franklin Frazier (1939) who argued conversely that African familial structures 
were destroyed as a result of the vicissitudes of slavery. They posit that what emerged 
were a multiplicity of family styles that exist today. Frazier (1957), in his work, Black 
Bourgeoisie, asserts that whatever memories slaves may have retained of their native 
land and customs were rendered meaningless in the New World. The African cultural 
heritage, according to Frazier (1957), was impossible to maintain given the young ages of 
the slaves, precluding the development of a social organization that could keep rituals, 
practices, and beliefs alive. 
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Moynihan (1965) and Frazier (1939) pointed to the matrifocal characteristic of 
African American families against documented evidence that African families were 
patriarchal in nature (Elkins, 1976; Logan, 1996; Wilson, 2002; Jewell, 2003; Hill, 2006). 
Ruggles (1994) states that theorists believe Moynihan got it backwards: The 
disadvantaged nature of African Americans in the country is not a result of single-parent 
families but rather the cause of them. The issue of Black extended families and resilience 
in extended family kinship ties provide a means to cope with the stressors of poverty as 
well as single-parenthood. Ruggles (1994) suggests ignoring these factors facilitates a 
view of pathology and disorganization in attempting to understand the experience of 
African American single mothers, as in the case of the Moynihan Report (1965). Young 
(1969), in his seminal work “ Beyond Racism”, believes Black America was created in 
slavery and the ensuing one hundred years of oppression served to shape Black life as it 
is known today. According to Young (1969) the strong, tightly knit families European 
immigrants found so vital were not afforded Blacks as a direct result of slavery. While 
European families were together in the colonies and building a good life for themselves, 
Blacks were attempting to establish a sense of family amid husbands seeing wives sold 
and mothers losing children on the auction block. 
Giddings (1984) asserts that the Post-Bellum period was one of critical decisions 
for freed men and women. One of the most important decisions they made was the 
restoration of family ties. However, Post-Bellum apprentice laws such as one that 
permitted the seizure of Black children by former owners upon the court’s finding that a 
child would be better off  “…bound as an apprentice for some white person” served to 
hinder Black family stability (Giddings, 1984, p. 58). Despite the objections of Black 
 42
 
parents whose minds were set on family restoration, the state of Maryland alone saw an 
estimate of ten thousand children apprenticed (Giddings, 1984). 
Elkins (1976) and Giddings (1984) found that the notion of slave masters 
fostering Black family organization during slavery was governed by the complex, 
commercial nature of the slave trade and had little to do with what was right and just for 
slave families and their offspring. Reproduction by slaves increased the plantation labor 
force. Marriage, according to Elkins (1976), was permissible but had no legal or moral 
grounding. There was no integrity or regard for slave families and family structure even 
if masters agreed to their marrying (Giddings, 1984; Mindel & Habenstein, 1976). Hill 
(2006) suggests that response of African Americans to marriage following slavery was 
varied. Gender and family relations of Blacks were shaped by slavery, all but negating 
the authority of African American men, whom Hill (2006) says had greater occupational 
diversity and had relief from domestic obligations. The nature of slavery reinforced the 
valued West African traditions of mother-child relationships, economic productivity and 
fertility, blood ties over marriage, and the reliance on female networks for childrearing 
supports. Female dependency among African American women was negated through 
slavery. Hill (2006) believes slavery brought about the notion that family life, love, 
sexuality, and childbearing were not necessary within the context of marriage. 
Ruggles (1994), in his study of the origins of African American family structure, 
asserts that he has been able to track long-term trends among Blacks and Whites in the 
areas of single parenthood and extended family structure from 1880 to 1980. Using a new 
data source for the period of his study referred to as the Integrated Public Use Microdata 
Series (IPUMS), Ruggles explains that the data source permits for the first time the 
 43
 
generation of a national series of family structure statistics that would encompass the past 
century. The IPUMS, prepared at the University of Minnesota, is made up of a 
combination of national census microdata from varied sources. Ruggles (1994) believes 
that the IPUMS is well suited for long-term analyses on family structure trends because 
the census files are characterized by a wide range of sampling strategies, sample units, 
coding schemes and data that are distinguished by consistent sets of definitions and 
codes.  
Ruggles’ (1994) findings reveal that changes in the percentages of children living 
in households without both parents first appeared over a century ago. Thus the high 
occurrence of single parenthood in African American families is not a new phenomenon. 
Differences in family structure by race have expanded throughout the twentieth century, 
particularly over the past three decades. More specifically, there was stability in the 
percentage of African American children residing in households with one parent from 
1880 through 1960. This represented approximately two and a half times the number of 
White children living in similar households. According to Hill (2001), the socially 
constructed ideal nuclear family was never a tradition of African American families. As 
of the publication of Ruggles’ research in 1994, the percentages of children living in 
single parent households in both White and Black families had risen substantially. 
Ruggles (1994) posits that economic changes have an impact on the increasing 
differential between the family structure of the two groups but does not offer explanation 
as to why this characteristic was displayed in African American households at a much 
higher rate a century ago. Ruggles (1994) theorizes that the impact of socioeconomic 
conditions on newly freed African Americans after the civil war and free Blacks in 1850, 
 44
 
several years before the end of the war, may have contributed to children living without 
both parents. The most commonly held explanation is in the socio-economic realm where 
it is believed that extreme poverty destabilized the Black family (Ruggles, 1994).  A 
second, very plausible explanation revolves around the notion of differences in social 
norms. Norms for blacks could have been an outgrowth of the slave experience or a 
manifestation of differences between African and European cultures (Ruggles, 1994). 
Ruggles’ account of family structure origin is interesting and debatable. If normative 
structure was single-parent as a result of the issues of slavery and into Reconstruction 
how is the trend toward a nuclear family structure accounted for? More research is 
needed to explore this notion fully. Ruggles’ examination of extensive data might be 
rendered more valid with the addition of a qualitative component designed to give life to 
the data. 
Conversely, Billingsley (1998) contends that 80 percent of all African American 
households were headed by married couples 15 years after the end of slavery. There had 
been no significant change to this as late as 1960 when the percentage dropped only 2 
points to 78 percent. A downward spiral began to be revealed by 1970 through the late 
1980’s when intact households were at 48 percent (Billingsley, 1998). According to 
Ricciuti (2004), children under the age of 18 living in African American single female-
headed households was at 62 percent in a 1998 census report. Billingsley (1998) 
attributes this phenomenon to various social forces such as the unavailability of jobs due 
to technological changes, changing social customs, and governmental social policies that 
are punitive, ineffective, and oppressive.  
Dubois’ (1896) account of families in Philadelphia at the turn of the twentieth 
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century, some 40 years after legal emancipation, explained that immigrants continued to 
flow into the city and were less likely to have a home life. He describes an African 
American community where 10 to 25 percent of families were not legally married. This 
coincides with Billingsley’s account of the number of married families after slavery. This 
is an important debate, so crucial to the salient understanding of the cultural and 
experiential values of African Americans. Further research is essential to facilitate 
consensus. 
Moving from African American family origin to a more current viewpoint, much 
attention from a national perspective has been placed on the issue of Black single 
mothers (Jarrett, 1994; Salem, Zimmerman & Nataro, 1998; Becker & Liddle, 2001; 
McAdoo, 2003). As divorce rates and pregnancy without marriage increase across a 
broad segment of society, unwed mothers have become a heightened phenomenon in 
America (Kesner & McKenry 2001; McAdoo, 2003). According to McAdoo (2003), a 
mother alone with her children is becoming an increasingly typical family type. In 
African American families more than half of children 18 years of age or younger live 
with only their mothers (McAdoo, 2003; Thomas, Farrell & Barnes, 1996). McAdoo 
finds that divorce is the greatest contributor followed by young unmarried women giving 
birth to children, and lastly, a small, but growing population of African American women 
who are older, more stable and are opting to have children out of wedlock. 
As researchers attempt to understand demographic changes (McAdoo, 2003; 
Bianchi, 1995) in African American families over the past 20 to 30 years, McAdoo 
asserts that myth has been intertwined with reality. Matriarchy and welfare mother 
descriptions are myths that erroneously find their way into policy discussions and federal 
 46
 
guidelines with a propensity to affect Black family life adversely (Duniform & 
Kowaleski-Jones, 2002; Rowely, 2002; McAdoo, 2003). As an example, according to 
McAdoo, lawmakers curtailed federal assistance funds to affect the number of births a 
woman might decide to have believing there to be a relationship between single parent 
births and a desire to collect government assistance. McAdoo (2003) also notes that 
poverty and its related features are responsible for many of the difficulties that emerge in 
single-parenting. She finds that Black children being reared in single parent homes are 
among the nation’s poorest. The stress related to being African American and female 
have been well noted in the literature according to McAdoo (2003). The notion of 
poverty adds another dimension to understanding many single-parent African American 
families. Iceland (2003) notes an association between the increase in single family 
households and poverty over the past 30 years. He agrees single parent families are 
economically more vulnerable and are more likely to be poor. Thus, the essence of 
CRT’s tenet of intersectionality, combining the challenges of classism with racism and 
gender oppression, has important implications for understanding African American 
women in these circumstances. 
In her quantitative study of 318 middle-class and working-class single African 
American mothers, McAdoo (2003) examines the coping strategies of women of different 
economic status as heads of their household. Mothers ranged in age from 20 to 50 years 
with the median age at 30.24 years. The women had an average of 1.53 children and were 
residing in the Baltimore area. Forty- four percent had never been married, 56 percent 
had been married at one time. Included in the 56 percent is 29 percent of this group 
having divorced and 26 percent of this group were separated with marriage having 
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completely ended. Two percent were widowed. The education levels ranged from having 
graduated from high school to having completed a graduate or professional degree. 
Income ranged from 3,000 to 40,000 with median income at 12,000. According to 
McAdoo (2003) overall the sample was considered as highly stressed, 367.33 was the 
mean stress score (300+ was considered major stress). McAdoo found that younger 
mothers experienced more stress than older mothers (over a two year period (r = -.150, p 
< .03). She postulates this may be attributable to the life cycle of younger mothers, self-
identity issues, and exploitation in the work place. Older mothers experienced less stress 
in all areas. Older women with older children may have learned to take care of 
themselves and their families more competently, may not be as attractive, and may have 
more experience at avoiding exploitation. Further findings suggest college educated 
participants experienced more stress (p < .004) than those with less education, which 
McAdoo states may be explained by examining household arrangements that indicate 
marriage partners are less comparable educationally. When incomes were a 
consideration, those earning less were under more stress. Never-married women are in 
the working-class, have fewer children and reside in extended family households. Low-
income was found to contribute to higher stress but was reduced when mothers could 
depend on many people for support. The study exhibited adequate representativeness.  
The overall impression of the results of the study is that these women face tremendous 
stress as single parents. They faced less when income was higher and when extended 
family members were involved. As more families in all communities are apt to raise 
children in a single parent structure, the alleviation of stress and interventions that 
support adaptability and improvement must be a priority in future research given the 
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increase in millions of women and children living in poverty (McAdoo, 2003). 
Economic and emotional severity serve to exacerbate stressful conditions of 
single mothers (Becker & Liddle, 2001; McAdoo, 2003) as they have to deal with 
poverty and related issues, living in high crime areas, and substandard educational 
access. Based on clinical experience, McAdoo (2003) suggests that being a single mother 
requires emotional adjustment as the task of single mothering and bearing the sole 
responsibility for children is an enormous one. She further asserts that when finances are 
not a central concern, mothers are able to focus more on the quality of child-care and 
effectively managing their households.  
In a dated study on the role and operation of the extended family network of 
single black mothers, McAdoo (1980) discusses the benefit of this network to the well 
being of single mother families. She states that the cooperative supports emanating from 
extended family members help to sustain and socialize the family, supporting the single 
mother family in coping with poverty and providing emotional supports. McAdoo (1980), 
in exploring the differential involvement and support extended family members provided 
single mothers and mothers with husbands, used the Family Profile Scale to gather data. 
The quantitative study consisted of 175 mothers (26 percent single and 74 percent 
married). Half of the respondents lived in urban areas and half in suburban areas. All 
were screened to meet the minimum requirement for middle class, although on self-
report, one third of the single mothers rated themselves as working class.  
Examining differences between married and single households, McAdoo (1980) 
found significant differentials in income, in satisfaction with child care arrangements, in 
kin interaction patterns, and in the receiving of help from close friends. In the single 
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mother group, 12 percent had incomes from 5 to 10 thousand dollars and 38 percent from 
11 to 15 thousand dollars. In the married group only 7 percent of the women had a family 
income less than 15,000 and 38 percent of them earned more than 36,000, rendering the 
single parents more economically vulnerable (McAdoo, 1980). In child care 
arrangements, 77 percent of the mothers were pleased, 9 percent were dissatisfied and 6 
percent felt their arrangements could stand improvement. Single mothers were 
significantly more dissatisfied (13 percent) than married mothers (P< .04). Single 
mothers had significantly more face to face contact with kin than did married mothers 
(p< .03). Single parent mothers received more help from their close friends than did 
married mothers (p< .02.). 
There were several other variables that yielded little to no significant differences 
between groups. McAdoo’s (1980) findings nearly 30 years ago seem to be in keeping 
with what has been revealed in contemporary literature regarding the needs and hardships 
of single mothers. Economics are central to the family’s well-being. That income was a 
significant distinguishing factor among this largely middle class group provides clear 
insight into the plight of low-income single mothers. On the other hand, the resiliency of 
African American single mother families lies in what McAdoo (1980) terms one of the 
strongest cultural patterns of the group, the extended family support network. Having 
roots in slavery, the literature has demonstrated the origin of the black extended family 
and its important coping function among family members. This study was meaningful in 
drawing attention to this aspect of single parenting. 
Similarly, in an ethnographic study of four African American families designed to 
examine African Americans’ perception of the primary forces influencing family 
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relationships, Mosley-Howard and Evans (2000) found that extended family bonds were 
important and impacted family members lives in major ways. Adult respondents reported 
on the role community kinship ties played in the socialization process of their own lives 
and believed being connected to a family and a community outside of the family is a 
psychological necessity (Mosley-Howard & Evans, 2000). Mosley-Howard and Evans  
(2000) state that there are African American families residing in communities where 
there is little support in terms of child rearing. Studying family relationship dynamics is 
crucial for researchers, mental health professionals, and educators in understanding how 
to support family systems no matter the nature of the family structure (Mosley-Howard & 
Evans, 20000). This study did not indicate specifically the socio-economic levels of the 
families interviewed, although the family descriptions and circumstances point to levels 
above low-income. The study needs to be expanded to lend voice to African American 
families of low socio-economic levels to compare differences and similarities around 
important relationship themes. 
McCreary and Dancy (2004), expressing the need for rich descriptions to better 
inform research on single-parent, low income families, examined the dimensions of 
family functioning in 20 African American single mothers and 20 adult family members 
(N=40). Utilizing Symbolic Interactionism as the conceptual framework for the study 
they were able to focus on the activities and interactions that comprise family functioning 
through family members’ perceptions of the meanings and values ascribed to those 
activities and interactions. Citing family structure as a determinant of family functioning, 
McCreary and Dancy (2004) found that participants defined their family structure in 
various ways: all participants named at least one blood relative as part of the family 
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structure, seventy percent (28 participants) named at least one fictive kin as a family 
member, all participants named female family members, sixty-five percent (26) named 
male family members, and only 8 percent (3) listed their children’s father as a family 
member. McCreary and Dancy (2004) also found three major criteria for considering an 
individual to be family: 1) strong emotional attachment shared by members; 2) tangible 
support among members; and 3) the existence of a long term, enduring relationship. 
Limitations lie in using the snowball effect to recruit half of the participants. The range of 
data may be constricted given the possibility of shared similar perspectives. Another 
limitation is the participation of only two male family members, hindering an 
examination of gender difference. Implications for family researchers are indicated in the 
definition of family membership being provided by respondents, avoiding researcher-
defined family membership. Additionally, the study highlights the quality of family 
relationships rather than family structure as important when assessing family functioning 
of low-income, single parent families. These implications are in keeping with Rodney 
and Mupier’s (1999) study indicating single mother competence as more important than 
family structure and McAdoo’s (1980) study on the value of the extended family network 
for single-mother families, which are reviewed in the next section. 
Barrett and Turner (2006) used ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to 
examine the relationship between family structure and substance abuse on 1,760 South 
Florida youth between the ages of 18 and 23years old. Approximate breakdown of 
respondents is 25% for the following four groups: African Americans, non-Hispanic 
Whites, Cuban origin, and Caribbean basin Hispanic. This allows for good 
representativeness of the population of that area. Barrett and Turner (2006) examined 
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variation in substance use difficulties across four family types (mother-father families, 
stepfamilies, single-parent families, and single parent families with at least one additional 
adult relative). Respondents spending their adolescent years in single-parent homes with 
an additional adult reported significantly fewer symptoms of substance/dependence 
(p<.05) than respondents in single parent families without an additional adult (p<.06). 
Respondents from single-parent families report significantly more symptoms than 
respondents from mother-father families. A significantly higher number of White youth 
lived in mother-father families compared to African American and non-Cuban Hispanics. 
Single parent families, with or without the additional adult, were more prevalent in 
African Americans. More than half the African American respondents grew up in single-
parent families. Socio-economic status is significantly higher in mother-father families 
(0.194[1.00]) and stepfamilies (0.103[0.90]) compared with single parent, no adult 
(0.210[0.88]) and single parent other adult (0.342[0.82]) family types. This study does 
display variation in symptoms of substance abuse according to family structure with 
youth from single parent African American families reporting more symptoms 
(1.675[2.90]) than youths from other family structure types such as mother-father 
families (1.446[2.42]). The mediating factor of socio-economic level (SES) was found to 
be significantly higher in mother-father families (0.194[1,00[) than in single parent 
families (-0.210[0.88]), bolstering the implication of poverty as an accompaniment and 
challenge for single parenthood. The study’s findings also provide support for the 
benefits of the extended family network in single parent families. The researchers explain 
that family structure as such does not appear to predict substance abuse problems as an 
independent entity. Rather, when examining a set of factors that influence the possibility 
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of substance use problems family structure is simply an indicator by which to focus on 
the unequal distribution among respondents. The authors acknowledge limitations having 
to do with their cross sectional design. This precludes examination of the causal 
processes at the heart of the interrelationship among family structure, substance use 
issues and other mediating factors. Additionally, they did not provide for an examination 
of potential variation of outcomes as they pertain to drug type, race-ethnicity, immigrant 
status and gender. 
In examining race differences in cohabitation, single parenthood, and child 
development, Dunifon and Kowaleski-Jones (2002) conducted a quantitative study using 
data from the 1998 National Longitudinal Survey on Youth (NLSY) and earlier survey 
rounds (data was collected annually until 1994 when data began to be collected every 
other year). The sample used consisted of children who were 10 to 14 years of age 
between 1988 and 1998 and born to mothers who in 1979 were between the ages of 14 
and 21, thereby containing an over-sample of children who were born to younger 
mothers.  Dunifon and Kowaleski (2002) examined four questions: 1) How family 
structure (single parenthood, married parent and cohabitating parent) affect children’s 
delinquency and math scores? 2) Do these affects differ by race? 3) Do parenting factors 
(parental warmth and parental control) mediate the links between family structure and 
children’s outcomes? 4) Does this mediation differ by race?  They found that that African 
American children spent less time in married families (1.94[2.85]) and more time in 
single mother families (4.70[2.99]) compared to European American children in married 
families (5.62[3.42]) and single mother families (2.06[2.64]). African American children 
scored higher on delinquency (4.19 [4.05]) and lower on the PIAT math test (42.90 
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[13.39]) than did European children for delinquency (3.26[3.78]) and math 
(48.63[13.96]), respectively. Finally, European American mothers reported more 
interactions of warmth (5.30[1.70]) with their children than did African American 
mothers (4.39[1.78]). There were no significant differences by race for living in 
cohabitating families. All variables sustained a high significance level of p < .01. The 
study was very useful in bringing to light a couple of issues worthy of further study. The 
potential impact of cohabitating families was mixed for both groups. Cohabitation for 
African American children was associated with more delinquency, but higher test scores. 
For European children there was no association to delinquency found in cohabitating 
families but there were lower math scores compared to time in a married couple family. 
Future research should explore further the nature of relationships between children and 
cohabitating parents to uncover potential impediments to positive child outcomes. This 
becomes useful particularly where studies find positive family functioning in two parent 
families and in households where another adult is present (Ruggles, 1994; McAdoo, 
2003). Lastly, although the researchers claim representativeness, a break down of the 
sample by race/ethnicity is useful. 
This section was characterized by two kinds of literature, that which examines the 
evolutionary family structure dynamic of African Americans from the onset of slavery 
and that which examines the effects of family structure on child outcomes. The literature 
on African American family structure and its origin might best be described as succinct 
rather than replete. The references have uncovered and depicted two primary viewpoints 
of the historical and evolutionary family structure development. This is quite crucial for 
understanding the existential uniqueness of African American single mothers. This 
 55
 
represents meaningful ground that needs further exploration to better understand cultural 
differences between African American family structure as compared to other racial and 
ethnic groups. There exists a large body of research that examines single-parenthood and 
its relation to outcomes in child behavior (Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002). The 
research overwhelmingly points to mediating factors present in single mother African 
American families that affect child outcomes. The research literature on family structure 
vis-à-vis child outcomes has begun to increase dramatically in light of national interest in 
single parent mothering. It reveals the economic hardships and child rearing 
disadvantages single-parent African American mothers are faced with. Finally, the 
literature, both research and theoretical provided herein, attempt to dispel the myths of 
matriarchy in describing single parenthood for African American families (Logan, 1996; 
Wilson, 2000; McAdoo, 2003). The literature indicates this view is flawed and has had 
damaging effects on these families from a societal, clinical, and public policy 
perspective. 
 
FAMILY PROCESSES/DYNAMICS and CHILD MALADJUSTMENT 
Adolescent delinquency, drug use, and aggressive behaviors in children continue 
to be issues our society must grapple with (Thomas, Farrell, & Barnes, 1996; Rodney & 
Mupier, 1999; Richards, Miller, O’Donnell, Wasserman, & Colder, 2004). According to 
Myers and Taylor (1998) there is a disproportionately higher risk for African American 
children being reared in urban and impoverished conditions to experience psychosocial 
and educational difficulties compared to more affluent African Americans and Whites. 
The level of vulnerability experienced by these children is reflected in higher incidences 
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of behavior and academic problems ranging from mild to seriously devastating for 
families. Such behaviors include the initiation into drug and alcohol use and abuse, 
delinquency, academic failure and school dropout, teen and violent death at an early age 
(Myers & Taylor, 1998). The literature on family functioning in African American 
families is replete with references related to family dynamics and child adjustment (Hill, 
2001; Kesner & McKenry, 2001; Murry, Brown, Brody, Cutrona & Simons, 2003; 
Rodney & Mupier, 1999; Salem et al., 1998; Sokol-Katz, Dunham & Zimmerman, 1997; 
Thomas et al., 1996; Zimmerman, Salem & Maton, 1995). This section will review the 
literature that examines more closely, the varied associations of these two variables. 
Murry et al., (2003) examine the connections between social contexts and 
normative family patterns to pinpoint resiliency in overcoming stress at the familial, 
community and societal levels. They offer that while published data pertaining to African 
American children and adults has increased, gaps exist in the literature in answering basic 
questions around the functioning of African American families. They assert that few 
studies have examined the link between multiple stressor pileup and the quality of 
relationships in African American families. 
Utilizing the Mundane Extreme Environmental Stress model (MEES), Murry et 
al. (2003) set out to determine the links of maternal psychological distress to relationship 
quality and the impact of racial discrimination on stressor pileup. Researchers recruited 
383 diverse African American families (which represented a sub-sample of a larger study 
called the Family and Community Health Study/FACHS whose original sample included 
897 families) with either 10 or 11 year old children. The researchers administered a two-
part questionnaire over two interview sessions where participants were assessed for 
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personal characteristics, quality of the neighborhood, stressful life events, coping skills, 
religious involvement, social support and psychological functioning. In their findings, the 
researchers’ hypothesis that there would be an association between stressor pileup and 
mother’s psychological distress was supported significantly, explaining 44% of the 
variance in psychological functioning. Specifically, higher levels of varied stressors 
experienced by mothers or female caregivers resulted in the reporting of increased 
symptoms of anxiety and depression. Findings also include a direct link to maternal 
distress and quality of mother-child relationships. Poorer psychological functioning was 
linked to mother-child relationships that were less nurturing, explaining 21% of the 
variance in mother child relationship quality. In determining whether or not racial 
discrimination amplified the effects of stressor pileup on maternal psychological distress 
and family relationships, researchers split the sample into two groups at the median of the 
distribution for reported incidences of racial discrimination. Researchers found when 
higher levels of racial discrimination were reported stronger links were made to stressor 
pileup and psychological distress, and psychological stress and quality of mother’s 
relationship with children (p < .01). When mothers reported higher levels of 
discrimination, the link between mother’s psychological functioning and the relationship 
with the target child were more adversely affected  (p < .01) (Murry et al., 2003). 
Murry et al., (2003) caution that other models with different parameters than 
those used in this study could also account for variation in the quality of family 
relationships. They suggest replication with a larger more varied sample. Another 
limitation lies in the cross-sectional design where the direction of all bivariate relations is 
ambiguous. Their findings demonstrate the need for future research on African American 
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family processes to consider racial discrimination. An examination of the well-being of 
mothers is important to positive child adjustment, but research is indicated not simply on 
racial discrimination grounds, but upon the role of socio-historical factors and the impact 
of multiple points of oppression on African American mothers. 
Hill (2001) notes the importance African Americans place on children in families, 
yet, the socialization of children in African American families is under-studied. Hill 
further explains that the impact of socioeconomic inequality and racism is too often 
ignored in current political discourse at the cost of attributing family problems to a lack 
of individual responsibility, cultural values, family instability, and lifestyles. African 
American families ascribe to a dual socialization process that passes on to children values 
that are both American and African-based (Hill, 2001). The author examines in her 
article the degree to which child-rearing patterns of Black families are undermined by 
structural forces that engender a sense of inequality. She reviews these forces along 
dimensions of race, class and gender as multiple oppressive constructs and with a focus 
on child socialization. The child socialization process is significantly influenced by these 
forces. Hill’s definition of each dimension is outlined as follows: 1) Racial Dimensions 
of Socialization - Parents’ focus has had to be on countering damaging myths and 
stereotypes about African Americans to amply prepare children to manage the harmful 
realities of growing up Black in America, 2) Class Dimensions of Socialization –
Economic inequality by race persists although African Americans have made gains in 
economic and social mobility. While the larger portion of African Americans are 
classified as not poor (30% are classified as poor, 34% classified as working class; 27% 
as middle class and 9% as upper class) almost half of African American children are poor 
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(children are not a part of the socio-economic distribution above) with accompanying 
difficulties associated with poverty such as health and academic problems, and 3) Gender 
Dimensions of Socialization – Gender roles of African Americans have been redefined 
over the past 30 years as a result of feminist scholarship and efforts of African 
Americans. Considered more adaptive and functional according to Hill (2001), gender 
roles in the Black community were once thought to be the cause of instability and 
poverty in families. Studies, says Hill (2001), advocate for neutrality in the socialization 
of African American children. Role expectations on part of parents for their sons and 
daughters should be similar. Hill (2001) cites a recent study examining the interactions of 
8 to 10 year old White and African American children where African American children 
exhibited fewer gender stereotypical behaviors. The basis for role definition in African 
American children is more apt to be in the areas of age and competency rather than 
gender. Moreover, child socialization patterns in African American families have been 
shaped by elements associated with historic and contemporary racism (Hill, 2001).   
Becker and Liddle (2001), in their article on conducting family therapy with 
unmarried African American women and their adolescents, believe that poverty is a 
chronic stressor, the results of which can compromise effective parenting. While poverty 
can provide clues to family dynamics, Kesner and McKenry (2001) argue that a wealth of 
research on single parent families link this structural dynamic to behavioral, cognitive 
and social difficulties in children. Examples of research to support Kesner and 
McKenry’s (2001) claim are presented below.  
Kesner and McKenry (2001) highlight that the nation’s most serious social 
difficulties such as delinquency and teen pregnancy have been linked to the increasing 
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number of children being reared in single-parent homes. They further assert that 
methodological weaknesses in some studies on single-parent families are responsible for 
the studies’ failure to consider that many children reside in a single parent structure on a 
short term basis or that the effects of single parent families may be mitigated by 
compensatory family resources. For example, the authors posit that many children reared 
in single parent families continue to have meaningful contact with their fathers, are 
exposed to surrogate fathers, or find new father figures outside the home. Other cautions 
about family structure as a single defining feature of the characteristics of Black families 
and their offspring have been documented throughout this text.  
Murry et al., (2003) found that contextual stress such as perceived racial 
discrimination and the mechanisms by which this variable “…cascades through African 
American families to affect mothers’ psychological functioning, their intimate 
partnerships, and their relationships with their children” (p. 278) have not been examined 
in the empirical literature. Thomas, Farrell & Barnes (1996) and Zimmerman et al., 
(1995) assert that the preponderance of research on African American families take on a 
blame the victim or deficit connotations. Such studies make light of families whose 
members are economically and/or socially disadvantaged and focus on weaknesses or 
deficiencies in families.  
In their longitudinal study examining between group differences of 246 
European-American and African American mothers of newborns, Cain and Combs-Orme 
(2005) found that two parent families were not necessarily an improvement over single-
motherhood, but that poverty and parenting quality, which research subjects experienced, 
had more to do with parenting dynamics than family structure or marital status. Measures 
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used in the study were parenting stress (p = .164), behavioral and emotional adjustment 
(p = .133), parenting practices (p = .225), and the home environment with multiple 
subscales (responsivity- p = .907; acceptance – p = .773 ; parental involvement- p = .109; 
and provisions for play materials – p = .667). While Cain and Combs-Orme report all 
measures in this study had good to excellent internal reliability, p scores are greater than 
.05, thus significance has not been demonstrated. The authors postulate that the absence 
of serious parenting dysfunction among poor and single parent mothers suggests 
significant resilience, strengths and hidden assets concluding that there are important 
implications for the way society thinks about single motherhood in general and African 
American parenting in particular, on both the political as well as clinical level (Cain & 
Combs-Orme, 2005). The nature of between group differences, and longitudinal design 
strengthen this study’s findings. The implications Cain & Combs-Orme (2005) make 
pertaining to societal misjudgment of the capability of single Black mothers is related to 
racial stereotypes that permeate society as a whole. Such thinking has resulted in the 
development of harmful racial stereotypes of many groups.  
In a qualitative study involving 82 low-income, never-married African American 
mothers, Jarrett (1994) examined their adaptability to economic marginality. In 
determining the link between economic factors and family patterns, she found that a 
structural framework of poverty (family formation is reflective of widespread economic 
trends) outlines more succinctly the relationship between family formation patterns and 
changes that correlate with economic factors. This is in contrast with a cultural 
framework that espouses changes in family formation patterns are linked to a family’s 
negative values. The limitations of the structural framework, according to Jarrett (1994), 
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is that it sheds little light on the many important related factors that affect living in 
poverty. 
Jarrett’s findings reveal a viable life style for the single mothers whose family 
arrangements may not coincide with those of the dominant population. These mothers 
revealed very active roles in rearing, nurturing and taking care of their households. 
Further, regarding the economic forces that they must contend with, they examine their 
situations and make meaningful choices for the good of their families. Jarrett (1994) 
further notes the value of qualitative and ethnographic data that permits the 
understanding of family dynamics and processes that quantitative data cannot expound 
upon. Jarrett (1994) provides the following account in acknowledging the importance of 
new qualitative data: New qualitative data, such as that derived from the focus group 
interviews, serve several functions: they expand quantitative conceptualizations and 
interpretations; update our current understanding of family processes among poor African 
American families; enhance our confidence in past studies; and counter the tendency to 
use past qualitative studies as timeless explanations. p. 45.  
Implications for further research suggest an exploration of coping and adaptation 
in single mother families to accompany the issue of head of household and related 
demographic correlates. This will permit the ability of researchers to more accurately 
assess how poor families manage economic marginality. Additionally, gender and 
societal implications should be examined as a major framework in studying poverty.  
Principles of gender and related strategies offer an opportunity to examine conditions of 
poverty for poor single-mothers (Jarrett, 1994).  
Much of the literature has demonstrated the complexity in viewing single-
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parenting as solely responsible for myriad difficulties in African American family life. 
When studies attempt to measure family structure against varied social problems, authors 
overwhelmingly find social problems are linked inextricably to secondary dynamics such 
as poverty or poor parenting quality (Cain & Comes-Orme, 2005; Hector, Myers, & 
Taylor, 1998; Sokol-Katz et al., 1997; Thomas et al., 1996; Zimmerman et al., 1995).  
Specifically, Cain and Combs-Orme (2005) found that parenting was more 
influenced by poverty and the quality of the parenting mothers themselves experienced 
more than family structure or marital status. The literature has consistently pointed to 
poverty and/or family processes as the most influential elements in family under-
organization.  
Myers & Taylor (1998) examined the role family plays in the risk and resilience 
of African American children. They conducted a two-part study using data from a sub-
sample of 441 African American elementary school children and their mothers. The first 
study, Parental and Family Predictors of Behavior Problems in Inner-City Black 
Children, was designed to determine if characteristics commonly associated with an 
increase in risk for childhood psychosocial maladjustment increased risk for behavior 
problems in the sample of African American children. The researchers found regarding 
children residing in urban poverty that the best predictors of child behavior problems are 
poor maternal characteristics (aggression -.0001; neglect - .0001; rejection, .0001)  and 
considerable family stress (p < .0001, maternal psychological distress). Maternal 
psychological distress was found to be the single most significant direct contributor to 
behavioral outcomes in children, worsened by coexisting high stress levels.   
The second study, Stress Resilience and Vulnerability in Urban African American 
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Children, was designed to explore and identify maternal and family resilience factors and 
risk and protective factors that set apart stress resilient children from children impaired 
by stress and children from low-stress healthy familial environments. Myers and Taylor 
(1998) found that mothers who reported significantly higher levels of psychological 
stress, histories of poorer social adjustment, lower warmth and higher neglect, a rejecting, 
hostile, and aggressive parenting style were mothers with stress impaired children. The 
researchers further found their analyses indicate that mothers of resilient children also 
reported increased psychological distress, more neglectful and less parenting styles but 
facilitated family support (p < .0004) more often than families of low-stress children. 
Myers and Taylor (1998) explain that their 3 group discriminant function was of only 
moderate utility, yielding a classification accuracy of 66.6 percent overall. There was  
more accuracy in identifying stress impaired (72.5 %) and low stress-healthy children 
(75.0 %) than stress resilient children (48.0 %). 
Myers and Taylor’s (1998) study is a meaningful one as this paper attempts to 
draw an important relationship between parenting and child maladjustment and the 
association between contextual factors and parenting. The study makes a significant case 
for replication to focus on the issue of child resiliency. If this aspect of adjustment could 
be studied further and understood better, it could lend itself to more effective resources 
and interventions in stress impaired families.   
In a qualitative study of 205 African American adolescents and their parents 
living in urban areas Richards, Miller, O’Donnell, Wasserman, & Colder (2004) 
examined parental monitoring by age and gender, and the relationship of parental 
monitoring to drug use, aggression and delinquency. They found differences in parental 
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monitoring by sex and school grade. Higher rates of delinquency were reported by older 
adolescents and boys than were reported by younger adolescents (p < .004). Higher levels 
of aggressive behaviors in sons than in daughters were reported by parents (p < .020). 
There was a tendency for parents to monitor younger youth more than older youth (p< 
.012) and girls more than boys (p < .064), which should be further researched as a 
contributory variable to higher rates of problem behaviors in older males. The researchers 
found that parental monitoring helped to mediate problem behaviors in general but only 
in partial measures by gender. Higher rates of delinquency in older boys is very 
significant. Implications for early intervention in younger youth are evident. These 
results are fairly consistent with other research on African American families examining 
the relationship between parental monitoring and child maladjustment (Richards, et al. 
(2004). In other inconsistent studies, the researchers note one study found monitoring 
was not a significant predictor of problem behavior and another study associated parental 
monitoring with low levels of delinquency and problematic behaviors in African 
American adolescents. Further studies in the area of parental monitoring could prove 
useful in reaching consensus about its value in rearing children.  
In a quantitative study suggesting the importance of parental monitoring versus 
father absence, Paschall, Ringwalt, and Flewelling (2003) studied the effects of 
parenting, father absence, and delinquent peer association on delinquent behavior among 
African American male adolescents. Researchers collected survey data from 217 African 
American males ages 12 to 16 and 203 of their mothers (90%) or surrogate mothers 
living in a mid-size southeastern city. Approximately half of the mothers were single 
parents. Males were interviewed in 1996 and re-interviewed in 1997. The surveys were 
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administered in the home of participants using audiocassette tape players. Researchers  
were interested in determining if mothers’ monitoring and perceived control are more 
strongly associated with and predictive of delinquent behavior than communications and 
relations between mother and son. They found on multivariate analyses for the entire 
sample that mother’s perceived control over her sons’ behavior was the single parenting 
variable predictive of delinquent behavior (p < .01). The effect of mother’s perceived 
control over her sons’ behavior seemed stronger in father-absent families (p < .01) than 
in father present families (beta = -.28, not significant). In father-absent families 
association with delinquent peers was predictive of delinquent behaviors, but not in 
father-present families. The researchers indicate, however, that the difference was not 
statistically significant (beta =  .53, ns). Overall, Paschall et al.,  (2003) only found partial 
support for their hypotheses that mothers’ monitoring and perceived control of adolescent 
sons would be more predictive of delinquent behavior than communication and relations. 
Monitoring was not predictive of delinquent behavior, nor was mother-son 
communication/relations. Their second hypotheses that mothers’ parenting variables and 
sons’ behavior would be stronger in father absent families was not supported. The study’s 
single statistically significant variable of mother’s control would be consistent with 
Richards et al.’s study (1998) on parental monitoring, however, the differences between 
monitoring and parental control may not have been operationalized clearly enough for 
adolescent respondents. The sample size is good in this quantitative study, particularly 
when only 50 percent of the total sample of adolescent respondents (N=217) would 
represent father-present families (N =108) and father-absent families (N=109). More 
studies of this nature with a more varied sample are crucial to greater understanding of 
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the issues examined. This could inform the development of policy and supports geared 
toward more supportive family interventions where delinquent and potentially delinquent 
youth are concerned.  
In a longitudinal study of 600 adolescents (28 % African American) and their 
parents, Thomas et al., (1996) examined family influences on delinquency and adolescent 
alcohol and drug abuse in African American and Caucasian adolescents by gender and 
nonresident fathers. The authors hypothesized that the effects of single-mother families 
on problem behaviors of adolescents is dependent upon race, gender and the nature of the 
relationship with the nonresident father. Their findings for African American males were 
opposite those for White males. White males from two-biological-parent families, 
contrasted with those from single-mother, involved nonresident father families, showed 
no significance for behavioral conditions. Whereas, White males from two-biological-
parent families, contrasted with those from single-mother, uninvolved nonresident father 
families, found significant measures for delinquency and drugs. Contrasting African 
American males from two-biological-parent families with African American males from 
single-mother families with uninvolved nonresident fathers yielded no significant 
outcomes (Thomas et al., 1996). On the other hand, when contrasting African American 
males from two-biological parent families with those in single-mother families with 
involved nonresident fathers the findings show father involvement as having a negative 
effect on the three behavior conditions (multivariate F = 2.66, p < .05; univariate Fs: 
delinquency F = 6.2, p< .01; heavy drinking F = 3.0, p <  .10; drugs F = 4.1, p <  .05). 
With the exception of heavy drinking the effect of nonresident, involved fathers on the 
indicated behaviors of African American males is significant. The authors caution 
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concluding that African American nonresident fathers have a negative effect on their sons 
by explaining that African American youth in the non resident father situation do no 
worse than White youth who are involved with their nonresident fathers (significant 
multivariate (F = 4.74, p<.01), univariate Fs are significant for delinquency (F =  12.4, p 
<.001), drugs (F = 4.7, p< .05), and that compared to White youth in isolated single-
mother conditions, African American youths adjust better in the single-mother, involved 
nonresident father condition.  Future research is suggested by authors to account for the 
risk presented in the study where African American males exhibit an increase in problem 
behaviors when involved with a nonresident father. They offer two possible answers to 
be explored. First, the influence of other supportive family networks such as extended 
family members and friends may be viable resources. A second possibility is that fathers 
may be functioning in problematic ways themselves whereby they provoke conflict and 
serve as poor role models for their children. 
In a similar study of the impact of African American resident and nonresident 
fathers on their sons’ behaviors, Rodney & Mupier (1999), in their study involving 433 
African American males age 13 to 17, found 74.1% of the respondents had absent fathers 
making the statistic consistent with father absence overall in African American families.  
The authors also found that areas of conduct problems such as running away, cutting 
class, school suspension and delinquency, father-absent adolescents experienced 
significantly more difficulties than father-present adolescents: skipped school or cut 
class(p < .01); suspended (p < .001); run away from home  (p< .05); delinquency (p < 
.05). 
A few important points noted by Rodney and Mupier (1999) are that competent 
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African American mothers even in deteriorating neighborhoods can insulate their 
children from criminal influences and reduce the probability of their sons becoming 
delinquent. Secondly, fathers’ interactions with their sons appear more crucial as boys 
begin to mature. A third noteworthy detail emanating from the study is that mothers and a 
significant other adult serve as the strongest supports in the lives of African American 
males. Rodney & Mupier (1999) conclude by suggesting that prevention and counseling 
strategies be undertaken to enhance family relationships and support single-mothers 
through the father void. Further, research is suggested to compare their sample of 
adolescent males with those going through the juvenile court system and to examine the 
effect of boys living with stepfathers compared to those living with biological fathers 
(Rodney & Mupier , 1999). 
In a related study on family structure and father involvement, Salem et al., (1998) 
examined the effects of family process and psychosocial outcomes on 679 African 
American ninth graders from four Michigan public high schools. The study’s findings 
reveal that family structure has no relationship to psychosocial outcomes for the 
respondents in the study. Psychosocial problems were predicted by father’s presence in 
children’s lives but not by fathers’ absence from the home. Psychosocial outcomes for 
males and females were revealed in the form of youths reporting spending time with their 
fathers and holding the view that fathers are significant figures in their lives. Thus, the 
finding here seems to point to the quality of the father –child relationship whether father 
is resident or non-resident in the home. There seemed to be distinct influences found 
pertaining to fathers on the development of sons and daughters. The relationship of father 
involvement with sons seemed most relevant in the prevention of problem behaviors. For 
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daughters the relationship may be more of a factor in the prevention of psychological 
distress (Salem et al., 1998).  
The variables “time with father ” and “significance of father” were associated 
only with problem behaviors in males that encompassed marijuana use, cigarette use, and 
delinquency. In females the variables were associated with problem behaviors that 
encompassed cigarette and alcohol use as well as psychological well-being, which 
included anxiety, depression and active coping. Results of the time with father variable 
were inversely correlated with the four psychosocial categories for the total sample: 
marijuana use (r = -.13; p < .05), depression (r =  -.13; p< .05), cigarette use (r = -.13; p< 
.05), alcohol use (r = -.12; p< .05). For males, time with father was inversely correlated 
with marijuana use (r = -.20; p<. 05) and cigarette use (r = 1.12; p < .05). For females, 
time with father was inversely correlated with alcohol use (r = -.12; p< .05) and cigarette 
use (r  = -.12; p < .05). For the total sample, males, or females, there were no other 
significantly correlated variables (Salem et al., 1998).  
The authors explain that these findings are consistent with other studies that found 
father characteristics are related by virtue of the absence of relationship quality to 
externalizing behaviors such as marijuana use and aggression for sons and internalizing 
behavior such as depression for daughters.  
The family process variables (parental support, family conflict, and parental 
monitoring) were found to be related to nearly all of the psychosocial outcomes for the 
entire sample, reaching statistical significance at the .05 level (Salem et al., 1998). 
Adolescent outcomes are determined to be highly influenced by family process given this 
occurrence (Salem et al., 1998). Other conclusions drawn as a result of the findings 
 71
 
include adolescent development is influenced by the quality of the family relationships 
rather than family structure, supporting assertions previously established in this section; 
fewer behavioral problems and psychological well-being are associated with a 
supportive, controlled, and positive family environment; and involved non-resident 
fathers may significantly influence family process. The authors note several limitations of 
the study: The association of father involvement to psychosocial outcomes were 
somewhat modest (univariate analyses indicated that time with father and significance of 
father differed across household constellations ( [F (4,623) = 39.18; p< .05 and  F(4, 611) 
= 59.66; p< .05]. Salem et al., (1998) point to the possibility of a misleading index of 
influence of the percent variance. They caution against generalizations to groups beyond 
urban youths with higher than average education performance. The sample used in the 
study portrayed specific moderate academic levels and psychosocial contexts. The age of 
respondents were young, indicating the possibility of limited potential for serious 
problem behaviors in the study. They point out however, that measures for age had 
adequate variance without being highly skewed. Measures of father involvement are 
rather limited. Modest correlations between time with father and psychosocial outcomes 
may be associated with faulty or problematic operationalization of the variable. Single 
item measures were used for the variables “time with father” and “parental monitoring”. 
Multi-item measures are frequently more reliable whereas single items contain a great 
deal of error variance that reduces the likelihood of finding established hypotheses. The 
study provides impetus for future focus and support on the notion of quality of parental 
relationships with children whether or not both parents are in the home. 
Sokol-Katz et al., (1997) examined the relationship between family characteristics 
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and adolescent problem behavior utilizing control theory. The authors postulate that the 
family system functions as a source of internal and external social control, the source by 
which maladaptive behaviors can be restrained. The study was conducted utilizing data 
from an existing longitudinal study of adolescent development and drug use. The target 
population for this study consisted of a sub-sample of 596 females and 599 males of 
which 45% were Hispanic, 28% African American and 27% White. The effects of 
gender, race, family structure, family attachment, and belief in the legal system on 
deviant behaviors of minor delinquency, serious delinquency, cigarette, alcohol and drug 
use were analyzed. The findings reveal family structure is significantly related to 
attachment (b = .15, p < .001). Family attachment has a direct effect on the measures of 
deviance. Lower levels of family attachment were found in those reporting minor 
delinquent activities (B = -.18, p < .001).  The conclusions drawn by the authors indicate 
that single or alternative families that foster attachment and respect for the law fare better 
in guarding against delinquency than some intact families. Family attachment for 
children is more important than structure, although family structure influences family 
attachment. To be clear, these findings imply it is the quality of the family relationship 
that is paramount to a child’s adjustment. Race/ethnicity rendered no significant 
differences in these findings with regard to delinquency, but there were lower levels of 
cigarette and drug and alcohol use reported by African Americans compared to Hispanics 
and White youth. Implications for delinquency prevention, policy, and interventions 
should take into account that patterns of maladjustment vary with levels of family 
attachment and the degree to which families are able to inculcate in children a strong 
law-abiding belief (Sokol-Katz et al., 1997). 
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The literature on African American family processes/dynamics and child 
maladjustment has demonstrated overwhelming consensus for the causal relationship 
between the two variables. The literature covers a wide range of adjustment issues from 
mild to serious academic difficulties in children to substance use and delinquency 
(Thomas et al., 1996; Myers & Taylor, 1998). An increase in studies on African 
American families is taking place (Murry, et al., 2003) imply there are significant social 
contexts such as poverty and racism that affect family functioning. The literature goes 
beyond the detrimental effects of poor parenting quality to addressing resiliency in 
families and components of adaptation and coping in African American families. Despite 
the growing interest in African American families and increasing information in the 
literature, gaps continue to exist, however, in specific areas. 
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SUMMARY AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
The impact of the complex intersection of socio-historical factors such as race, 
class and gender discrimination upon parenting African American women is limited in 
the literature. The role of slavery and the evolution of oppression for African American 
mothers over generations pose a gap in the literature. Recent literature examines well the 
area of family structure and family processes related to child maladjustment. However,  
much more research is needed in specific areas and needs to be conducted with a focus 
on  strengths and resiliency of African American families. Research has begun to scratch 
the surface toward creating effective discourse that removes the stigma of African 
American single mothers as heads of household. Poverty has been uncovered as a major 
societal influence in the struggles of single-parent Black families (Durr & Hill, 2002; 
Goldscheider & Bures, 2003; McAdoo, 2003). The articles included in this review 
reference studies that show that child behavioral issues display a negligible relationship 
to family structure (Thomas et al., 1996) and point to positive results in single African 
American parenting when mothers are competent around child rearing and family 
processes focus on attachment (Rodney & Mupier, 1999; Sokol-Katz et al., 1997). What 
serves to explain family circumstances when competence and attachment elude African 
American single mothers? This study is designed to advance the literature on both 
African American single mother parenting and delinquency by adding a rethinking of the 
evolution of the African American female experience. The uniquely historical 
underpinnings of race, class and gender from slavery to the 21st century have indeed 
shaped the world of African American mothers, influencing their lives in general and 
motherhood in particular. In the wake of intersectionality the rearing process may be met 
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with significant and unidentified challenges.  The purpose of this study is to examine the 
lived experiences of African American single-mothers of delinquent youth to engender 
greater understanding of their lives in the world today and how such experiences might 
inform the parenting process.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the socio-historical 
experiences of African American single mothers with offspring who have been adjudged 
delinquent in juvenile court. This study examines the phenomena of race, gender, class, 
single parenting, and the experience of a son in the juvenile justice system upon the lived 
experience of these women. It will attempt to give rise to their voices to elicit their 
unique stories utilizing a phenomenological perspective, focusing on their perceptions of 
the constructs and how they make meaning of rearing children who have come into 
contact with juvenile court. Phenomenological reflection asserts that within the context of 
relationships to people, things, situations, and events, human behavior emerges 
establishing that people are only understandable within the realm of their contexts (Morse 
& Richards, 2002). Phenomenology does not problem solve but leads to an understanding 
of the phenomena under examination so that on the basis of such understanding 
professionals in the fields of family therapy and juvenile justice are able to intervene 
more thoughtfully and with keener judgment toward these populations (van Manen, 
1990). A phenomenological methodology is utilized in this study from which to derive 
the essence of subjects’ contextual experiences. The strategy by which the data/narratives 
of subjects was gathered consists of audio-taped and video-taped interviews and field 
notes. A discussion of the historical underpinnings of phenomenology as philosophy and 
research methodology, data collection, and data analyses are presented. 
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HISTORICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF PHENOMENOLOGY 
Phenomenology as a theoretical model for research emanates from the works of   
nineteenth century philosopher and founder of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl 
(Macann, 1993; Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000). Husserl developed the philosophical 
method of phenomenology (Giorgi, 1997; Moran, 2000) used to derive the true essence 
of meaning as it pertains to peoples’ experiences of thinking and knowing (Moran, 2000) 
Phenomenology contends that one’s psychological or biological make-up is not enough 
to arrive at meaning, truth, and logical reasoning or to describe how one’s mind 
functions. A domain of rationality that transcends the subjective nature of the 
psychological must be considered (Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000). Phenomenology 
looks beyond the rationalization of things and considers the awesomeness of discovery or 
disclosure of what actually is beyond appearance. Its approach to addressing the problem 
of appearances casts it as a significant philosophical movement (Sokolowski, 2000). 
Appearances are able to be manipulated and are generated by the spoken and written 
word, by telephones, television, and many forms of current day technology that can 
camouflage true meaning. This, according to Sokolowski (2000), is not a true identity of 
things. In phenomenology we can understand and evidence true identity beyond mere 
appearances. This is achieved by an understanding of essential themes and processes that 
constitute the philosophical root of phenomenological research (van Manen, 1997). 
Rather literally defined, phenomenology is “the study or description of 
phenomena” (Hammond, Howarth, & Keat, 1991, p.1). Hammond, et al. (1991) further 
explain that the word phenomenon does not mean that which is strange or spectacular as 
it has come to be used colloquially, but rather pertains quite simply to “anything that 
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appears or presents itself to someone” (p.1), or that which constitutes ‘appearance’. 
Consequently, phenomenology pertains to how people describe that which they 
experience. Perception is one important division of experiences in examples of the senses 
such as seeing, touching, and hearing. Other kinds of phenomena are illustrated by 
wishing, remembering, believing, feelings of anger, excitement, and apprehension, as 
well as the experiences of physicality like that of pulling and lifting (Hammond, et al., 
1991). Of particular interest to phenomenology is anything that presents itself to the 
conscious mind. The phenomena may be real, imagined, have the ability to be measured 
empirically, or felt in subjective ways (van Manen, 1990). 
“Hermeneutics” is an interpretive form of phenomenology introduced by Martin 
Heidegger in the twentieth century (Ray, 1994; Moran, 2000). Fundamentally, in 
hermeneutics human existence is analyzed by using an interpretive process that reflects 
on what it is to be a human being and the meaning of Being in the world (Leonard, 1994; 
Ray, 1994). Interpretation in phenomenological research applies to a means by which to 
access understanding of human nature, through interpreting the phenomenon under study 
(Boyd, 2001). 
According to Ray (1994), Gadamer articulated hermeneutics within the context of 
temporality (examined in detail later in this text) and historical actuality of human 
existence. The world of understanding the interactions of people is interpreted through 
their use of language. The use of language through text contains all that humans 
incorporate in the process of understanding, which encompasses cultural-historical 
influences (Ray, 1994). Historical influences impact our understanding of human 
experience, a major area of examination in this study. Ricoeur (Ray, 1994) illustrated that 
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humanness in the world is an interpretive experience in itself and interpretation is the key 
to all understanding. It is Ricoeur’s theory that forges a contemporary theoretical thrust 
of phenomenology with provisions for understanding “the human condition in a changing 
yet continuous social-historical reality in which we find ourselves” (Ray, 1994, p. 122). 
van Manen (1990) introduced a hermeneutic phenomenology that supports the 
interrelationship of phenomenology, hermeneutics, and semiotics (the science of 
language and text). In his explication of hermeneutic phenomenology, van Manen (1990) 
asserts that human science research (phenomenology) and textual writing are inseparable. 
To do research in a phenomenological sense is “always a bringing to speech of 
something” (p.32). References to language and textual writing will become more explicit 
in the discussion of data analysis.  
Major Themes 
Conducting phenomenological research is more than just going through the 
research process. One must have an understanding of the philosophic tradition and the 
key concepts and themes that comprise phenomenology (van Manen, 1990; Cohen & 
Omery, 1994). Methodology (theoretical understanding and articulation of method), state 
Cohen and Omery (1994), should weigh more than the method (specific techniques or 
steps). Moran (2000) states that phenomenology is characterized by numerous themes but 
never developed a specific doctrine with which to propel its themes into a particular 
system. It would be useful to embark upon a discourse that permits the definition and 
demarcation of major themes found to be essential in understanding phenomenology and 
in developing a methodology and method for research in this study.   
Consciousness 
 80
 
First, Giorgi (1997) states that “phenomenology thematizes the phenomenon of 
consciousness and in its most comprehensive sense, it refers to the totality of the lived 
experiences of a single person” (p. 236). Consciousness, as Giorgi denotes, is a powerful 
entity of the mind and thought processes. He elaborates that its presence cannot be 
avoided for whatever is given (coming into the mind) as awareness, consciousness is the 
sheer medium by which this “giveness” or datum is accessed. Consciousness cannot be 
ignored when something is spoken about or reference is made to some thing. Its 
inclusiveness in these things is absolute. Moreover, the descriptions of consciousness 
gives phenomenology its rigor, exactness, or thoroughness in that its presentation of 
objects and their changeable forms in the conscious mind gives objects their very 
meaning, therefore, consciousness is not neutral in its role (Giorgi, 1997). The phrase  
‘descriptions of consciousness’ above is key to data analysis. It refers to descriptions of 
experiences where the researcher attempts to present that which appears to consciousness 
and in the direct-seeing of objects, in vivid and accurate terms, i.e. images, impressions, 
features of heaviness, lightness; sweetness, saltiness; coldness, warmth, as well as the 
quality of the senses, and so on (Moustakas, 1994). In other words, phenomenology has 
uncovered that there is a world that can be understood through human manifestation 
(Sokolowski, 2000). 
The approach to events, things, and problems must be viewed in such a way that 
considers the manner in which these phenomena appear to the consciousness of the 
research participants (Hammond, et al. 1991; Moran 2000). Increasing clarification and 
expansion of meaning of the phenomenal experience come about when the phenomenon 
is considered and reconsidered reflectively (Moustakas, 1994). Above all, perceptual 
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experience being regarded as the primary source of knowledge (Moustakas, 1994), the 
researcher should not be influenced by what things ‘should be like’ but be focused on 
discovering what things are like in actuality (Hammond et al. 1991). Thus, 
phenomenology contends we can know the true meaning of things through the 
phenomenological process. This will serve an important function in the research process 
as it pertains to the researcher’s understanding of phenomenology and what is to be 
interpreted and how. 
Intentionality 
The core doctrine of phenomenology is that of “intentionality”, which is an 
essential feature of consciousness (Stroker, 1988; Giorgi, 1997; Sokolowski, 2000). 
Phenomenology holds that every act of consciousness our minds assemble and every 
experience we are presented with is intentional. In effect, intentionality is clearer in its 
definition if we view it in terms of  “consciousness of” or “experience of” some entity 
(Sokolowski, 2000). The notion that all of our awareness is directed toward objects 
correlates with every act of consciousness and every experience. Consider the human 
elements sight, imagination, remembrance, and judgment. When one sees he sees some 
visual object such as a flower or an ocean; when one imagines, imagining brings forth an 
imaginary object such as a ship that one visualizes sailing across the sea; if one is 
engaged in remembering, a past object is the focus of remembrance; the same is true of 
the process of judging, when one judges, one intends or has a consciousness of a set of 
issues or a fact. These are examples of intentionality along with the intended objects 
(Sokolowski, 2000). Ray (1994) states that intentionality refers to the directedness 
toward an object. There is always a “consciousness of” something because of its 
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existence in the world. Its nature is intentional, thus consciousness is revealed by the 
study of experience. Edie (1987) contends that the idea that all consciousness is 
consciousness of something refers to the general law of intentionality. 
Phenomenological Reduction 
Husserl believed that one’s experience of everyday life gets in the way of 
examining experiences from a pure, undistorted perspective (Moran, 2000). In order to 
view phenomena from a phenomenological perspective, first, an understanding of the 
distinction between the natural and phenomenological attitudes is essential in 
approaching phenomenological research (Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000). 
The “natural attitude” reflects one’s normal, original or world-directed position in 
the intending of objects, one does so in ways that are a natural focus or the manner in 
which an individual receives objects normally, before phenomenology enters the picture 
(Sokolowski, 2000). Nathanson (1962) explains the natural attitude is to be appreciated 
and understood for the sake of transcendence from daily life so as to objectify it for 
examination, description, and analysis of its essential structure. It embodies or 
symbolizes one’s worldly experience.  
The “phenomenological attitude” becomes necessary when the aim is toward 
analyzing phenomenon. It enables one to reflect upon the natural attitude and its 
intentionalities (acts of consciousness) for the purpose of focusing on unbiased 
consideration of experience (Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000). According to Sokolowski, 
the phenomenological attitude is a phenomenological viewpoint. There is the viewpoint 
of ordinary life, the viewpoint of a therapist, a nurse, an academician, a politician, and so 
on. The phenomenological attitude requires complete disengagement from the natural 
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attitude and connected world experience. Providing a descriptive analysis of 
intentionalities existent in the phenomenological attitude means the researcher must 
distance him or herself to appropriately reflect upon and thematize any and all 
intentionalities (Sokolowski, 2000). 
“Epoche”, a part of reduction (Moran, 2000), is the first step the researcher takes 
in seeking to see a phenomenon as it appears (Moustakas, 1994). In the Epoche, 
prejudgements, preconceptions, and biases are set aside. Epoche enables the researcher to 
uncover those views that are unconsciously attached to every day life and believed to be 
reality (causitive factors of delinquency, racism, and poverty are examples). In so doing, 
such views are only “bracketed” to enable the researcher to embark upon a fresh 
encounter of knowledge for the purpose of arriving at a description as it is precisely 
experienced or presented by subjects (Nathanson, 1962; Moustakas, 1994; Giorgi, 1997). 
Bracketing is holding in abeyance or suspending that which comes from every day beliefs 
or cognitions about life (Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000). Moustakas (1994) describes 
the task of the researcher in Epoche as preparation for deriving new knowledge as well as 
an experience in itself. It allows people, things and events to enter into the researcher’s 
consciousness anew, to see them as if for the first time. This presents as a new way of 
perceiving for the researcher that entails looking, noticing, and developing an awareness 
that is free from imposition of prejudgment on what is seen, thought, imagined or felt by 
participants.  Moustakas (1994) asserts that while Epoche is rarely achieved in perfect 
ways, preconceived thoughts are significantly reduced by virtue of the attention, energy, 
efforts at reflection and self dialogue, attitude and overall phenomenological frame of 
reference of the researcher. In hermeneutic or Heidegerrian phenomenology 
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presuppositions constitute the potential for meaning or understanding and are not 
eliminated or held in abeyance (Ray, 1994) when conducting research. 
Temporality 
The notion of time or temporal experience in phenomenology is important 
because time pervades all things that are discussed in phenomenology regardless of one’s 
 historical, cultural, or social circumstances (van Manen, 1990; Sokolowski, 2000). 
Philosophically, there are three levels of temporality 1) World time - viewed from a 
perspective of calendars and clocks and explained as that time which is connected to 
worldly events and processes. It can also be referred to as transcendent or objective time. 
 2) Internal time - the events of one’s conscious life. This kind of time is defined by the 
duration and chronology of mental acts and experiences such as remembering having 
gone to a movie yesterday, one reenacts the perceptions present at that time. Internal time 
can also be referred to as immanent or subjective time. 3) Consciousness of internal time 
– it reflects an awareness of internal temporality that the second level does not. This third 
level represents a significant domain in temporality, as it is the starting point by which to 
determine things as phenomena. From this point of consciousness more particular things 
and events are analyzed phenomenologically (Sokolowski, 2000). From a more 
functional perspective, temporality is tied to what van Manen (1990) discusses as “life-
world” existentials that guide research. van Manen posits that all human science research 
efforts conducted phenomenologically constitute an exploration into the structure of the 
human lifeworld (“human science” as such denotes that human phenomena differs from 
natural phenomena in that interpretation and understanding are the requirements of 
human phenomena while external observation and explanation are the components of 
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natural science).  The lifeworld is the lived world as one experiences it on a daily basis 
with regard to situations and personal interactions (van Manen, 1990). Morse (2002) 
states that in as much as people are embodied by and attached to their worlds, they are 
understandable only within their contexts to relationships to people, things, situations and 
events. van Manen (1990) breaks these down into fundamental lifeworld themes called 
existentials. These existentials are defined as lived time (temporality), lived space 
(spatiality), lived body (corporeality), and lived human relation (relationality or 
communality). Temporality, as well as the other existentials, serve as a guide for 
reflection in the research process. It should be noted that it differs somewhat structurally 
and theoretically from the account provided by Sokolowski above, because of its 
adaptation to the research process (van Manen 1990; Morse 2002). van Manen (1990) 
explains that these existentials are productive categories for posing questions, reflecting 
and writing in the phenomenological research process. 
It would be useful to embark upon a brief discussion of each existential as a 
means of understanding the potential role of each in the research process. “Lived time” 
(temporality), as defined by van Manen (1990), is subjective time, to be distinguished 
from clock time or objective time. We know lived time as that time that seemingly speeds 
up when we are having fun or slows down when we are feeling bored or anxious. Lived 
time is a   temporal way of being in the world, whether a youth who looks toward the 
future or an aged individual who remembers the past, and so on. An individual’s 
prospective temporal landscape is made up of the temporal dimensions of their past, 
present, and future (past encounters that remain with an individual as memories, near 
forgotten experiences that manage to leave traces on one’s being, the manner in which 
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one carries herself as reflective of hopefulness, confidence, defeat or having been beaten 
down, gestures that one has adopted and made their own from mother, father, teacher, 
and/or friend, words and language one utters that binds one to the past that may come 
from family, ethnicity, and or school. These will be particularly useful as this study 
examines socio-historical influences of race, class, and gender, and the experience of 
juvenile delinquency for subjects. 
There are three important summarizing points offered (van Manen, 1990) useful 
to the study at hand: 1) under the pressures and influences of the present, the past 
changes, 2) in living toward a future which one already recognizes as taking shape or the 
shape of the mystery of secret experiences that lie in store for an individual, the past 
changes itself, and 3) one gains a perspective on life to come through hopes and 
expectations or such perspective may become lost through desperation and a lack of will 
to live (van Manen, 1990). 
“Lived space” (van Manen ,1990) is felt space. It does not refer to mathematical 
space involving height, length and depth dimensions. It is an entity not easily put into 
words since it is considered primarily pre-verbal and one does not ordinarily reflect upon 
lived space. Yet, the space an individual finds herself in affects how she feels. A large 
bank building, a crowded elevator, or the security of being at home are examples of lived 
space that come with an existential theme that refers to the world in which human beings 
move and find themselves in.  In attempting to understand a person we ask about their 
world, background, interests, and profession, etc. We also ask, in an attempt to 
understand about a particular experience such as “having a friendly conversation, ” 
“disciplining a child,” or the “nature of employment,” what is the nature of the lived 
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space that gives these particular experiences their quality meaning? Lived space is an 
essential category for querying the ways in which people experience the affairs of daily 
existence, which also promotes an exploration of the meaning dimensions of life (van 
Manen, 1990). 
“Lived body” (corporeality) refers to one’s physical or bodily presence. In this 
presence of lived body one reveals and conceals, simultaneously, something about the 
self that is not necessarily conscious or deliberate. It is in keeping with a 
phenomenological fact that one is always bodily in the world. The physical presence 
belongs to the observer, to his or her experience of what is being visualized. As van 
Manen (1990) explains, when the body is the object of another’s critical gaze the body 
may seem awkward or clumsy or upon an admiring gaze the body may seem graceful and 
adept. Likewise, a person who is in love may personify his or her euphoric state of being 
by way of a glow or radiance that is visible upon the face. 
The last of the four existentials is lived human relation or “lived other” 
(relationality or communality). This refers to the interpersonal space one shares with 
others in the maintenance of the lived relation. Our approach to meeting the other is 
referred to as corporeal, taking place by means of a handshake or through our impression 
of the way the other is physically present to us. Learning about another in indirect ways 
(by telephone or letter) still permits the formation of a physical presence that is either 
confirmed or negated when we come face to face with the person. When we meet the 
person the ability to form a conversational relation is presented which permits a 
transcendence of self. This relation experience of the other can be viewed on a large scale 
as the search of the communal and the social for a sense of purposefulness and 
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meaningfulness in life as well as a basis for living. According to van Manen (1990) this 
is akin to the religious experience of one’s search for God, the absolute other.  
van Manen (1990) postulates that the four existentials come together to form the 
lifeworld, which is our lived world. The existentials can be differentiated but not 
separated. In a research study, the existentials can be studied temporarily in their 
differentiated forms with the recognition that one will prompt others. van Manen (1990) 
provides a reflective account of the pedagogic life adults have with children whereby the 
existentials permits the perception of a richness of meaning. This account draws close to 
issues of parenting and rearing of children that are related to this study. An excerpt from 
van Manen’s example will prove useful in the reflective, descriptive, and interpretive 
processes that are ahead:   
From the point of view of lived body I experience my children as utterly separate 
from me and yet as physically close. For many people there is a deep significance 
in the knowledge that parent and children are of one flesh. And in the physical 
holding and parental embrace we know our child in a profoundly symbiotic way. 
We also sense in the lived bodily encounter a primordial sense of security for the 
child. In my relation to my children I embody my fatherhood, such that I look 
with fatherly eyes at the mess they have made in the house, or the skin injury my 
child incurred while playing, or the feverish color of my child in his sick bed, etc. 
And this seeing prompts me to do something, to act the way a father should. In 
the parental experience of the child there is also the sense of lived time in the 
modality of hope, which I cherish for my child’s happiness and becoming. And 
we experience a sense of lived time in the child’s desire to become someone 
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himself or herself, to live for something and to create personal meaning in life. 
And the parent and the child both share a history which we call family time and 
which has its own horizons. Especially meaningful are the lived time experiences 
of the special days and times of the year when significant events are celebrated in 
the family and in the school community. And then there are of course mealtimes, 
the evenings together, the outings and the weekends when time acquires qualities 
that turn eventually into positive or negative memories of childhood.  The house 
is the location of our shared lived space, the home…The space experience of the 
home may turn out to be supportive or neglectful, open or smothering, liberating 
or oppressive for the child…the parent-child relation as well as the teacher-child 
relation is experienced as a special lived relation to the other in the sense that this 
relation is highly personal and charged with interpersonal significance. In this 
lived relation the child experiences a fundamental sense of support and security 
that ultimately allows him or her to become a mature and independent person. 
And in this lived relation the child experiences the adult’s confidence and trust 
without which it is difficult to make something of oneself (p.105-106).   
The Search for Essence 
In phenomenology, a phenomenon is a lived experienced. The term “essence” in 
phenomenology is tied to a description of a lived experience.  Linguistic construction is 
the descriptive means by which the essence of a lived experience comes to be understood 
(van Manen, 1994). 
Sokolowski (2000) and Moran (2000) explain that essence is that quality or nature 
of a thing that renders it unchangeable or pure. The search for essence is not related to 
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actual experience but moves beyond actual experience to the realm of pure possibilities 
of what a thing really is. In phenomenology, the real existence of a thing is more than a 
manifestation of the appearance of that thing (Moustakas, 1994). For example, sadness is 
a manifestation of depression. In phenomenology we contemplate other possibilities that 
describe depression. Moustakas provides a brief account of the essence of emerging from 
depression as a lived experience as provided by Keen (1984):   
The final truth seems to be that emerging from depression is never really 
complete.   The work of remembering, and feeling the sadness, must be renewed a 
little every day. The fight into distractions avoids that sadness and makes us more 
cheerful, perhaps. But it is the superficial good cheer of the game show host, or 
the empty pride of the dedicated professional achiever. Addiction to happiness is 
no less an addiction than the vilest narcotic. Withdrawal provokes panic. 
Flexibility is gone; dependency is complete….(p. 100-101) 
Searching for and discovering the essence of a phenomenon is achieved through a 
process of “free imaginative variation”. This entails changing aspects or parts of a 
phenomenon to determine if the phenomenon remains identifiable with the aspect as 
changed or not. The researcher must call on his/her ability to entertain other possibilities 
of a phenomenon as may be indicated by the data the researcher obtains (Giorgi, 1997).  
The passage above moves beyond sadness to the possibilities of what depression really is 
as a lived experience and as unchanged in the discovery of its essence. 
As van Manen (1990) further explains, in seeking the essence of a lived 
experience, the researcher wants to know the nature of the phenomenon as meaningfully 
experienced. Through imaginative variation we imagine all possible changes and aspects 
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of the phenomenon. The researcher in his/her reflection of the data is mindful that if there 
are features of the phenomenon that cannot be removed without changing or destroying 
it, such as trying to imagine someone else’s experiences, or time without succession, or 
speech without a rhetorical aspect, then we have achieved eidectic (accurate) intuition 
and the evidencing of an essence in the encountering of such impossibilities (Moustakas, 
1994; Giorgi, 1997; Sokolowski, 2000). 
In contemplating the results of a phenomenological methodology, essences are the 
unrecognizable meanings of experiences that become recognizable through 
phenomenology (Morse, 2002). The search for essences in phenomenological research is 
indicative of arriving at the true meaning of a phenomenon. It requires intuitive 
articulation of a fundamental meaning of a phenomenon, which, without such a process 
the phenomenon could not be presented as it really is (Moustakas, 1994; Giorgi, 1997). 
In returning to linguistic construction mentioned earlier, the final step in a 
phenomenological research process results in a unified statement of the essence of the 
experience of a phenomenon in its totality. This comes about through the researcher’s 
intuitive integration of basic textural and structural descriptions as presented by the 
research data and evidenced by the foregoing passage on depression (Moustakas 1994).  
Modes of Inquiry 
Several philosophers have made significant contributions in helping shape 
phenomenology through the twentieth century (Macann, 2000; Moran, 2002).  In making 
such contributions, phenomenology has become transformed by way of different 
philosophical thinking and as a result new methodological contributions have emerged. 
As a qualitative research method phenomenology uses a descriptive, interpretive, 
 92
 
reflective, and engaging process (Morse, 2002). There are essentially two schools of 
phenomenological thought from a methodological standpoint, descriptive and interpretive 
approaches (Giorgi, 1997).   
Husserl’s phenomenology is said to be ‘purely’ descriptive (Giorgi, 1997). Yet 
Husserl recognized that there existed a certain interpretive component in intentionality, 
how one is conscious of or experiences an entity  (Moran, 2000). He reasoned that when 
one sees something, it is seen as something, which results in ensuing perceptions based 
upon one’s projected expectations upon it (Moran, 2000). In Husserl’s phenomenology, 
prejudgments of a phenomenon are held in abeyance so that the researcher might arrive at 
the true essence of a phenomenon.  
Giorgi (1997) refers to “description” as one of three interlocking steps 
encompassing the phenomenological method. Its meaning lies in giving linguistic 
expression to the object of a conscious act just as it appears in that act itself. Giorgi 
(1997) distinguishes the meaningfulness of description from interpretation as the task of 
phenomenology  since description is the articulation of that which is presented or given 
as it is in actuality,  whereas interpretation, and other alternatives, account for 
phenomenon by use of factors that are external to the given. Giorgi (1997) states that 
both description and interpretation have their place in phenomenological research but one 
cannot be reduced to the other. van Manen (1990), largely a hermeneutic 
phenomenologist,  uses the term description inclusively to refer to the interpretive as well 
as descriptive elements of lived experience. He notes that in his text phenomenology is 
used to denote a descriptive function while hermeneutics is utilized when the emphasis is 
upon interpretation of data. He asserts the terms are often utilized interchangeably.  
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Hermeneutic or “interpretive” phenomenology departs from a presuppositionless 
approach in uncovering phenomenon. The belief is that presuppositions are what 
meaning is made of (Morse, 1994). Presuppositions in a hermeneutic approach are not to 
be held in abeyance but are essential in the understanding of being in the world as it 
relates to the researcher (Morse, 1994). Leonard (1994) states that Heideggerian analysis 
of being offers that interpretation is a foundational mode of man’s being where today the 
goal of an interpretive phenomenological account is to understand and find 
commonalities in meanings, everyday practices and experiences. According to Plager 
(1994), Heidegger focused extensively upon the situatedness of human-being-in-the-
world where shared background, practices, and skills are derived from cultures and 
societies. One’s understanding of being in the world dictates how one uses things, e.g. 
equipment, and how one relates to others in the world. All of one’s possibilities and 
potentialities are said to be generated from this shared background. These concepts 
provide good foundation for research with the specific subjects of this study who have a 
shared experience. 
A hermeneutic method uses the interpretive process and a writing and rewriting 
narrative process which facilitates an understanding of the lived experience of 
participants (Plager, 1994). Both descriptive and interpretive approaches are apparent and 
useful in phenomenological research, though each may be disputed from a philosophical 
standpoint (Giorgi, 1997). 
Descriptive and interpretive approaches offer meaningful contributions and value 
to a phenomenological research method. In recognition that phenomenology is said to 
have no precise method and the independence of the researcher to select or invent 
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procedures germane to the research question, an integrated model of descriptive and 
interpretive guidelines will be employed in this study. This will be carried out in a 
manner congruent with methodological themes of phenomenology and features of human 
science research (van Manen, 1990; Ray, 1994; Morse, 2000). 
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ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER 
As the primary instrument of data collection in qualitative research, the researcher 
must identify biases, assumptions, personal values, and even theories related to the 
research. Authors of qualitative research in general and phenomenology in particular 
espouse the importance of making explicit our understandings, beliefs and 
presuppositions (van Manen, 1990; Janesick, 2000). In qualitative research, this is 
achieved as the study evolves and requires documentation of the role of the researcher as 
the study progresses. In descriptive phenomenological research, addressing bias and the 
like is built into the research process as part of the key concept of the epoche wherein 
bracketing of presuppositions is required to approach the phenomenon naively and with 
an openness to see it for what it really is. While much of my role in the study has been 
captured in the Reflections section, I would like to briefly explicate my biases and 
presuppositions regarding the phenomena. 
This exploration of the lived experiences of single parent African American 
mothers has been prompted by my long tenure in juvenile justice, a shorter period as a 
family therapist and my strong desire to help improve the lives of the children and 
mothers who interface with these systems and services. I believe that the African 
American families who present in juvenile justice and other social service systems are 
stereotyped, misunderstood and too often underserved. I further believe that issues of 
racism, economics, and gender are probable deterrents to reaching their full potential. 
Countering these biases in the study was a matter of removing them from the center of 
my mind, bracketing them as much as possible in the interviews with participants so that 
I could see the phenomena more freely. I offered no sentiments about their plight beyond 
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an infrequent nod or gesture of understanding. I also employed bracketing in the data 
analysis process, staying close to the data so that my descriptions were reflective of 
participants’ experiences as much as possible.  
As the study evolved, the participants, through discourse, came to understand 
more about themselves and their lives in looking back. The interviews became emotional 
at times and somewhat therapeutic for them. During these times my role was 
involuntarily extended beyond researcher to supporter and resource person directing them 
toward more substantive assistance should they desire it. 
Finally, participants had a vital role in validating the data and accompanying 
themes. They all agreed that the descriptions and themes were representative of their 
experience. 
 
METHODS OF PREPARATION 
Procedure 
Data Collection 
The collection of data was the beginning of the researcher’s utilization of the 
epoche, an essential first step in uncovering the phenomenon as it appears (Pretorious & 
Hall, 2005). Prejudgments, preconceptions and biases the researcher holds about the 
phenomena were set aside. These views were bracketed or held in abeyance to enable the 
researcher to approach the interviews within the phenomenological attitude (Moran, 
2000; Sokolowski, 2000; Moustakas, 1994). The researcher informed participants that the 
interview would be conducted in this manner in the mind of the researcher. This helped 
the researcher to conduct the interviews within the phenomenological attitude as much as 
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possible throughout the entire interview process. The same method was employed 
throughout all phases of the analytic process.  
Several methods of data collection were employed to obtain descriptions of 
participants’ experiences of the phenomena. Audio-taped interviews, videotaped 
interviews, and field notes were all used to support the phenomenological analytic 
process. Announcements (see Appendix C1 and C2) in the form of posters publicizing 
the research were placed in local social service agencies and churches in the city of 
Philadelphia. Prospective participants were directed on the announcement posters to call 
the researcher if interested in being involved in the study. Participants contacted the 
researcher by telephone and were screened as to their appropriateness for the study and 
their availability for several group interview sessions that could last up to two hours. 
Participants were particularly screened for a son with previous involvement in the 
juvenile justice system. This was the one elusive criterion for many prospective 
participants who called the researcher. The original method for data collection was 
altered in light of this occurrence. The study originally sought to interview a group of 
seven participants over 6 interviews. However, difficulty in gaining approval to access a 
juvenile justice database hindered the availability of enough participants who met all the 
criteria. Five subjects provided verbal agreement to be involved. Mutually agreeable 
dates and times were set for the interviews. Only two of the subjects kept their 
commitment by showing up at the interview site and remaining involved through the end 
of the interviews. The method was then altered from its original group design to utilize 
these two participants in a pair interview format and to add another participant for 
variability of data.   
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The interviews with the pair of participants were all held at the Honickman 
Center, a newly erected computer and learning center in North Philadelphia. The 
interviews took place in two assigned conference rooms that were technologically ready 
for video apparatus. There were seven interviews of the pair that were shorter than the 
expected two hours, one interview corresponded to each of five contextual variables, one 
to explore for gaps and a seventh interview was scheduled once the data was examined 
and reviewed. The purpose of the 7th interview was to address questions that came up 
during the researcher’s initial review and examination of the data. 
A two hour interview was held with the individual participant at a transitional 
living location in North Philadelphia. 
At the start of each interview, participants were given the informed consent (see 
Appendix A1 and A2) document to read. They were then asked if there were questions 
pertaining to the document and if they understood clearly all of its aspects. Once the 
document was signed, the interviewing began.  
A indicated above, three primary modes of data collection guided this study 
(audio tapes, videotapes, and field notes) Field notes were recorded for each interview to 
enhance interpretation of the data overall. In depth interviews were conducted with all 
subjects and consisted of an informal, semi-structured, interactive, open-ended process 
(Moustakas, 1994; Morse, 2002) that included one broad guideline question (see 
Appendix B) for each contextual factor emanating from the research question. Each 
interview lasted from 40 minutes to an hour and 15 minutes for the pair of subjects 
involved in the 7-session interview schedule. The individual interview with the third 
participant lasted 2 hours. 
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Guideline questions were adapted from van Manen’s (1990) account on 
interviewing participants for their personal life story. These guideline questions assisted 
in the development of expedient categories for data analysis (Carey, 1994). In recognition 
of the unstructured nature of the interviews and in keeping with phenomenological 
research, ready-made questions are impossible (van Manen, 1990). However, to keep 
participants focused and on track, the researcher asked participants to think of specific 
experiences related to the respective research question and utilized follow up questioning 
to promote exploring an experience to its fullest. The researcher often re-stated what a 
participant had expressed to insure a good grasp of the researcher’s understanding of 
participants’ stories. 
Remuneration in the form of 20.00 cash was given to each participant at the 
conclusion of each interview. 
As a measure of validation of the research, each participant was sent a copy of the 
textural-structural descriptions of their experience and a letter (see Appendix D) asking 
them to review the descriptions for accuracies and make corrections or additions 
(Moustakas, 1994). Participants were provided with a self-addressed, stamped envelope 
in which to return their responses. All three participants indicated the descriptions 
accurately reflected their experiences, one by returning the packet with a note and the 
other two by contacting the researcher by telephone. 
Participants 
Three women were involved in this research study.  The three participants 
represent a particular category of individuals who met several specific predetermined 
criteria for the study: 1) African American mother 2) who has raised a son as a single 
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mother, 3) and the son was once, but not currently, involved in the juvenile justice 
system. This presented a set of relatively unique characteristics for eligibility. The 
researcher’s lack of access to a specific juvenile justice database made it difficult to reach 
participants who met all the criteria without a pool of appropriate candidates from which 
to draw them. 
Participants ranged in age from 42 to 55. They represented different 
neighborhoods in the North Philadelphia area and fell into a variety of socioeconomic 
categories. The first participant has essentially been a single parent throughout the 
rearing of her 2 sons and 3 younger brothers, who are all adults now. She gave birth to 
her first son at age 15 and was married at age 23, but the marriage was quickly dissolved. 
She is currently employed earning $1,700.00 monthly and has been steadily employed as 
a single mother. The second participant has been a single parent for much of the rearing 
of her two children, a boy, and a girl. She describes herself as once a single parent, 
married, single again, and is currently married. She is employed earning $3,200.00 
monthly and has been steadily employed as a single mother. The third participant remains 
unmarried but has lived for a number of years intermittently with a partner. She has three 
children, a boy and two girls. She receives governmental and disability assistance for a 
medical condition totaling approximately $1,400.00 monthly. She has been employed 
intermittently as a single mother. Appendix E displays a personal demographic table for 
participants. 
The participants were interviewed in two ways. The first 2 participants (P1 and 
P2) were interviewed as a pair. While as a research tool the face-to-face or one-to-one 
interview method is the most widely used (Madriz, 2000), there are many advantages to a 
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collectivistic or multi-vocal approach. The observation of collective human interaction 
(interactive processes that occur between participants) and the ability to obtain large 
amounts of information in shorter periods of time gives the multiple respondent interview 
a couple of advantages over individual interviews (Madriz, 2000; Morse & Richards, 
2002). Another participant was interviewed individually. Data pertaining to every   
participant were individually reviewed, examined, and analyzed. Comparisons were 
made about the nature of the data as given individually and in the two-participant format. 
 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHODS 
A phenomenological analysis can vary in terms of procedures and organization.  
It has been established in the foregoing that both the Husserlian (descriptive) and 
hermeneutic (interpretive) analytic processes offer meaningful concepts in approaching a 
phenomenological method and data analysis.  
In working at the scientific level, Giorgi (1996) asserts that his outline of the 
phenomenological method (phenomenological reduction, description, and the search for 
essences) and order of the steps must be modified from his philosophical version.  First, 
description becomes a detailed account of specific experiences from participants based 
upon their everyday attitudes (how they routinely view the world). There must be an 
understanding of the biases, errors and prejudices we carry in everyday life. It is 
essential, therefore, that the description be rendered with exactitude and few generalities.  
Second, the researcher’s work must be accomplished from within the attitude of 
reduction (holding past knowledge about the phenomenon in abeyance) in order to make 
phenomenological claims. The researcher must hold the view that the concrete 
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experience of the participant only represents how the participant construed a particular 
situation or experience rather than an objective account of what occurred in actuality. As 
an adaptation of an example provided by Giorgi (1996), I offer that when I analyze 
descriptions of the experiences of race, class, gender, single parenting, and juvenile 
justice/maladaptive children provided by a subject, I set aside all personal experiences 
and theories of those entities and consider the description given me as belonging to the 
subject who disclosed it. I must establish that the description is clearly the situation as 
construed by the subject rather than accept the description as the way things really are. I, 
as researcher, assume the attitude of the phenomenological reduction in order to analyze 
the description. I must do so with a level of sensitivity to my particular discipline of the 
social sciences as well as the phenomenon being researched (Giorgi, 1996). 
Giorgi’s last modification is in the search for scientific essences. Philosophical 
essences tend to be more universal and foundational while scientific essences have 
perspectives that are narrower in nature (Giorgi, 1996). Given this, selecting that essence 
unique to the particular experience is left up to the researcher. Since each essence is 
associated with a particular attitude, essences are more associated with context and 
dependent upon the perspective of the human science discipline (Giorgi, 1996). This 
account forges a clearer understanding of essences and when and how to focus upon them 
within the analytic process. 
Thus, Giorgi’s concrete process of the human scientific phenomenological 
method are made up of five basic steps 1) collection of verbal data, 2) reading of the data, 
3) breaking data into parts of some kind, 4) organization and expression of the data from 
a disciplinary perspective, and 5) synthesis or summary of the data for purposes of 
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communication to the scholarly community. 
According to Moustakas (1994) his analysis of data is a modification of that 
developed by van Kaam (1959 and 1966). It is a seven-step process, which is descriptive 
in nature and includes the following: 
1. Listing and preliminary grouping of every expression relevant to the 
experience. 
2. Reduction and elimination to insure expressions are of the nature to be 
abstracted and labeled. 
3. Clustering and Thematizing the Invariant Constituents (core themes of 
experience). 
4. Final identification of the Invariant Constituents and Themes by Application: 
Validation – checking the invariant constituents and accompanying themes 
against participants’ complete record. 
5. Using relevant, validated invariant constituents and themes, construct an 
Individual Textural Description of the experience with verbatim examples 
from the transcribed interview. 
6. Construct an Individual Structural Description of the experience based on the  
Individual Textural Description and Imaginative Variation. 
7. Construct for each research participant a Textural-Structural Description of 
the meanings and essences of the experience, incorporating the invariant 
constituents and themes (p.120-121).  
Finally, Moustakas (1994) advises that a composite description of meanings and 
essences of experience be developed as a representation of the group as a whole. 
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For van Manen (1990), his hermeneutic or interpretive discussions on method and 
methodology are not meant to provide a step-by-step or mechanistic set of procedures by 
which to conduct research. Rather, he offers that in the real research process one may 
work at various aspects intermittently or simultaneously. van Manen (1990) further 
postulates that while various aspects of the research process may be helpful in terms of 
being spelled out,  systematic explication is not tied to the critical moments of inquiry so 
meaningful to a study. These moments may be more reliant upon the human science 
researcher’s interpretive sensitivity, creative thoughtfulness, scholarly judgment, and 
writing ability.  
  Thus, the methodological structure and analysis for human science research from 
a hermeneutic phenomenological stance, which van Manen (1990) offers, is: 
1. Turning to phenomena that seriously interests the researcher and commits him/her 
to the world  - The researcher, in the context of some abiding social or historical 
circumstance, sets out to make sense of certain aspect s of human experience.  
2. Investigating experience as we live it, not as we conceptualize it – The researcher 
places him/herself in the midst of the world of living relations and shared  
situations while simultaneously exploring the category of lived experience in all 
its modalities and aspects. 
3. Reflecting on the essential themes – The researcher endeavors toward a 
thoughtful reflective grasp of the data (stories of participants) to analyze what 
gives a particular experience its special significance, making distinction between 
appearance and essence; reflectively bringing into nearness that which tends to be 
obscure in the natural attitude of every day life.  
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4. Describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting – To conduct 
phenomenological research is to create text that brings the lived experience to life 
through writing (van Manen, 1990; Morse, 2002). This pertains to the repeated 
reading, reflection, writing, and rewriting from all the data sources. It is this  
refining process of the text that affords the researcher the opportunity to arrive at 
a final textual description of the meanings and essences of experience.  
5. Maintaining a strong oriented relation to the phenomenon – Remaining strong to 
the orientation of the fundamental research question is critical so as to avoid 
becoming sidetracked, making incredible speculations, settling for preconceived 
opinions and conceptions, becoming enchanted with narcissistic reflections or self 
indulgent preoccupations, or to fall back on taxonomic concepts or abstracting 
theories. Guarding against superficialities and falsities is of great importance. 
6.  Balancing the research context by considering parts and whole – Maintaining 
focus on the myriad elements making up the study so as to keep the final textual 
structure or presentation in view (Mustakas, 1990, p. 120-121).   
Morse (2000) provides an integrative perspective of conducting 
phenomenological analyses. The basic phenomenological analytic strategy involves 
reading, reflection, writing, and rewriting in order to transform taped conversations of 
lived experience into a textual expression of essences. Morse elaborates that reflection of 
the researcher is upon words or phrases that are descriptive of the lived experience of 
research participants. Grouping and labeling expressions that are similar in nature and 
eliminating those that have been determined to be irrelevant are key to the analytic 
processes (Moustakas, 1990; Morse, 2000). The clustering, labeling, and matching of 
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groups of expressions against descriptors revealed in participant conversations is an 
important process.  Morse’s (2000) view is similar to that of van Manen’s (1990) in that a 
stepwise process of doing phenomenology may trivialize the necessary work involved 
from a cognitive standpoint and prohibit the ability of the researcher to think 
phenomenologically.  
The examples presented of both descriptive and interpretive approaches to the 
research study have been outlined herein. Each set of principles or guidelines toward data 
analyses have clearly demonstrated paths for arriving at the lived experience of subjects 
targeted for the study. There is an important point, however, to be considered. Munhall 
(2001) has noted in her experience with nurse researchers in phenomenology the 
potential for problems between studying phenomenology of first generation 
phenomenologists and utilizing methodology of second-generation phenomenologists. 
She posits that in the transition from philosophy to method that limitations and 
incongruent practices occurred. These problems were mainly associated with acceptable 
ideas of “the scientific method”. Munhall (2001) credits van Manen, a second-generation 
phenomenologist, with changing this through his development of a human science 
approach that is both consistent with phenomenology as a philosophy as well as a 
practice. In adopting this perspective, by means of reflective writing, any methodology 
can arrive at an understanding of the lived experience (van Manen, 1990). 
A data analysis method for this study has been designed that is consistent with the 
works of the foregoing authors and their models. 
Data Analysis 
The phenomenological method, not set or predictable, but fluid and flexible 
 107
 
(Pretorious & Hill, 2005), lends itself well to the data analysis process undertaken herein. 
The point has been made that both the descriptive and hermeneutic concepts can be 
utilized simultaneously (van Manen, 1990; Ray, 1994). As a result, the data analyses of 
this research study will adhere to the inventive thoughtfulness offered by van Manen 
(1990) through the creation of an integrative methodology and method. This integrated 
methodology will include the methodological ideas of van Manen (1990), Moustakas 
(1994), and Giorgi (1997) in ways that best fit the design of this study. The structure for 
data analysis has been borrowed from Moustakas’ (1990) modified version of the Van 
Kaam method and altered to fit the nature of this study. While every step of Moustaka’s 
data analysis method is not incorporated in this study, focusing on his outline and 
concepts of textural and structural descriptions provide a level of organization and clarity 
for an effective starting point and data analysis. The research guideline questions and 
thematic analysis are borrowed from van Manen’s (1990) school of thought.  Giorgi’s 
(1997) concepts on the search for scientific essences (explained above) and expression of 
the data from a disciplinary perspective are employed in the study.  The guiding 
scholarship of others herein, who have contributed to phenomenological research and 
methodology, is also considered. The following phases are used to explicate the process 
of organization, analysis and synthesis of the data:  
Phase One 
  Upon completion of the interviews the videotapes were transcribed and the 
audiotapes were burned to DVD’s. The transcripts were placed before the researcher and 
preliminarily read according to phenomenological methods (Moustakas, 1994). The 
original audiotapes were also examined by the researcher and used to fill in unidentified 
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information (UI) areas as highlighted by the transcriber. This also helped the researcher 
to restore valuable words and statements not captured in the transcription process. The 
videotapes were reviewed once in their entirety and then segments were re-reviewed 
repeatedly to enhance interpretation of essential transcript statements by examining body 
language and voice inflection on the videotapes. This occurred in conjunction with 
deeper reading and re-reading of the data. Field notes were used and found helpful mostly 
in enhancing what was learned from the videotapes.  
Phase Two 
The second phase involved what is known as “dividing the data into parts”, 
indicating that contained within each participant’s statements or lived experience 
descriptions are “meaning units” that must undergo a process of abstraction (van Manen, 
1990; Giorgi, 1997). Meaning units indicate that there is meaning relevant to the specific 
experience situated within the expression. Meaning units are expressed in the 
participant’s everyday language. A transformation of the participant’s everyday language 
is necessary for the researcher to intuit the expressions according to the professional 
discipline that encompasses this study (Giorgi, 1997). Transformation of the meaning 
units is achieved in the construction of a textural description which is explained in phase 
three (Moustakas, 1994).  
The process of dividing data into parts began with reading each participant’s 
transcripts individually (Moustakas, 1994) to capture themes emerging from the meaning 
units. The thematic approach in this study is an integration of the concepts offered by van 
Manen (1990) and Moustakas (1994). A selective or highlighting approach was used to 
determine which statement(s) or phrase(s) seemed to stand out or seemed particularly 
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revealing or thematic about the phenomenon as described by participants (van Manen, 
1990). Once the transcripts were exhausted of highlighted meaning units, themes were 
developed congruent with the meaning units. Many of the original themes were lifted 
directly from the participants’ experiential accounts and represent a number of “idiomatic 
phrases”. Idiomatic phrases are “born out of lived experience” and are therefore inherent 
to phenomenology (van Manen, 1990, p.60). These themes/idiomatic phrases are 
highlighted within the textural descriptions. Other themes were formulated based on their 
compatibility to an experiential account or meaning unit (Moustakas, 1994) or if they 
captured the main thrust of the meaning of the experiential account (van Manen, 1990). 
Moustakas (1994) offers a 3 point thematic validation process used in this stage of data 
analysis: 1) if a theme is explicitly expressed in the complete transcription of a 
participant, 2) if the theme is not explicitly expressed, is it compatible with the lived 
experience description, 3) if a theme is not explicitly expressed and is not compatible 
with the experience, it was discarded.   
Phase Three 
During this phase an individual textural description and an individual structural 
description of the experience were constructed for each participant across the five 
phenomena (Moustakas, 1990). The “textural description” illustrates the phenomenon’s 
general features as provided by the participant from the perspective of everyday life, just 
as the description appears and is given by the participant. It permits the researcher to 
determine the “what” of the phenomenon’s appearance, its nature, and its qualities such 
feelings, thoughts, and sense experiences  (Moustakas, 1990; Giorgi, 1997). The 
“structural description” comes about through a more reflexive process that examines the 
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themes and other materials that account for the experience. Structural descriptions 
represent the “how” of an experience or how the experience came to be what is. The 
structural description includes the use of verbatim examples from the transcribed 
interviews and illustrates the hidden, embedded, or intended meaning in the participant’s 
experience utilizing the textural description and imaginative variation (Moustakas, 1990).  
In understanding the difference in this text between textural and structural 
presentations of the data, it is noted that the relationship between the two entities is 
continual (Moustakas, 1990). It is a relationship that does not imply separate and distinct 
presentation of data or polar opposites but an interlocking of components that engenders 
greater understanding of the experiences under investigation. They represent the visible 
(appearance) and invisible (hidden) of the same experience (Moustakas, 1990) and as a 
result instances of repetitive language may occur in the descriptions.  
Phase Four 
Phase four involved a deeper analysis of the data. After textural and structural 
descriptions were constructed for each participant in each of the five phenomena, the 
researcher condensed the original themes into several core/common themes for each 
phenomenon. This process permitted the researcher to examine more fully the recurrence 
of themes and to examine their commonality (van Manen, 1990) in individual stories of 
experience as well as in collective experiences. This served as an essential step toward  
preparation for synthesizing the data.  
Phase Five  
The final step in this phenomenological process is a synthesis of the integrated 
textural and structural meanings of the essences of the experiences.  Synthesizing 
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consists of a five-part process designed to capture a unified statement for each contextual 
factor (race, class, gender, single parenting, and the experience of the juvenile justice 
system) for the participants as a whole. Each of the five synthesized components begins 
with an explication of core/common themes that have been extracted from the general 
themes used to construct textural and structural descriptions of phenomena. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS/FINDINGS 
 
 
 
The qualitative analysis that follows is organized around five contextual factors 
under phenomenological investigation: The lived experience of race, gender, class, single 
parenthood, and the juvenile justice process/child maladjustment. These phenomenal data 
were extracted from the responses of the participants during semi-structured, open-ended, 
audio-taped and videotaped interviews and field notes.   
This chapter distills the accounts of the lived experiences of each participant on 
each of the five factors. The analyses are organized according to each variable as a 
topical heading. What follows is a brief definition/introduction of each phenomenon and 
a textural and structural description that highlight the relevant, validated general themes 
from each participant’s story. Where themes were lifted from the text they are 
highlighted in the meaning units (van Manen, 1990). Participants are identified by the 
pseudonym P1 through P3.   
The final segment of the findings portrays further analysis of the data through a 
synthesis of textural and structural descriptions of the meanings and essences of the 
experiences of the participants as a group. A synthesis is constructed for the lived 
experience of each contextual factor utilizing core/common themes that have been 
extracted from the list of general themes for each factor. 
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THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF RACE  
Race in this study is defined as the inter-relational process participants shared 
with members of the dominant culture. It encompasses what participants believe to be 
experiences of racism as well as the attitudes they have adopted because of perceived 
issues of racial difference.   
P1 - Individual Textural Description 
 
General Themes 
 
1. Racism Exists a Lot Now 
2. Inferior Existence  
3. Prove Them Wrong 
4. A Struggle from Day to Day 
5. Frightening and Distressing 
6. Taunted 
7. We are Equal. 
 
The experience of race for P1 is perplexing. It is encompassed by a heightened 
sense of racial exploitations as compared to the past.  More attuned to race and racial 
issues primarily in the work environment, racism seems more prevalent in today’s 
society, a time when P1 believed that the harsh elements of racism have nearly vanished: 
“I work in customer service. I have direct contact with individuals, Caucasians, 
Latinos, Hispanics and I’ve noticed racism exists a lot now…you would think that 
we have gone beyond that.”  
A general feeling of inferiority in being thought of as less educated or not 
knowing enough to be effective in serving Whites in the workplace permeates her 
thinking. The workplace becomes a regular habitat for the playing out of racial antics and 
ensuing feelings of inferiority. There is unbelief at the ease with which some White 
customers openly express their preference for someone other than an African American 
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to assist them. P1 has managed these difficult actions by reasoning with the 
unreasonableness of preference by race. She adopts the positive view of offering a sense 
of logic to White customers that the unavailability of White workers will delay services 
to customers or result in customers receiving no help at all:  
“They don’t feel we are as educated…they don’t feel we know anything, 
that’s the feeling I get…” 
“They will come into the Customer Service area and not want to speak to 
a Black person because they feel [Blacks] are not knowledgeable…[blacks] don’t 
have any information.” 
“Actually, just the other day I had an individual say that ‘I don’t want to 
talk to a colored person’. I said, well there are only two of us here and both are 
Black, so either you are going to come back another day…but he, just from the 
door did not want to talk to a colored person.”  
Coping with such situations involve a determination to show those who hold 
racist views that any assumption of incompetence because of race is unfounded. There is 
a personal degree of satisfaction in turning one’s racist attitude around. For P1, a sense of 
respect is gained as she goes about her duties with competence and confidence. As a 
result of her approach, the professional encounter concludes in gestures of friendliness 
and generosity: 
“And I have proved them wrong…just like that, I said, well this is it, either you 
come back another day or allow me to give you the information that I have for 
you. He ended up being my friend and ended up afterwards saying ‘can I take you 
to lunch’?” 
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For P1, it is emotionally demanding and a daily strain to manage the supercilious 
and disrespectful occurrences of racial bias while serving the public in the workplace. 
Some customers represent the very nature of racial differences. She does what she feels 
works best under such rough circumstances. She maintains a positive mental outlook by 
vowing to be the best professional she can be, despite constant exposure to racism. This 
will show them that she is not dimwitted, nor less than human, but a competent and 
capable individual:  
“I do struggle from day to day because you have some very arrogant and rude 
and racial people that do come into the company that I work for. But I just always 
handle myself in a professional way to let them know I’m not half headed. No, I’m 
not an animal. I can handle myself. I’m not this animal that you think that I may 
be.”   
Racism has been experienced in a different form growing up. The experience of 
having the hurtful term “nigger” yelled at her was an emotionally different sting from 
what she hears in the confines of the workplace. Her thoughts and feelings of this 
incident was that she didn’t know how far the name-calling was going go, so she stood 
there alone, nearly paralyzed with fear and speechless until the moment passed: 
“A group of whites drove by in a car and yelled ‘Get out of our neighborhood, 
nigger’. I was scared but I had to get the bus, so I just stood there and kept my 
mouth shut.” 
The pervasiveness of racism has been endured on many levels. The incidents of 
racial name-calling that P1’s mother experienced as a young girl invokes thoughts of how 
whites and blacks think negatively of dark skin tone. The incessant nature of the taunting 
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her mother was exposed to led to her mother’s intolerance to Whites and light skinned 
Blacks as well as a strong revelation in P1 that racism exists in her own race:  
“It [racism] affected my mother…to this day she doesn’t like white people or light-
skinned people because she was always… taunted…coming up in boarding 
schools for girls which had blacks and whites…and she was always called a 
nigger, always called out of her name. People will, even though they are black 
…taunt those individuals whose skin was…darker than their skin…racism is right 
in our own race as well.”  
As a mother, P1’s thoughts and beliefs were basically grounded in an equal 
society. She taught her children to think in positive terms about race no matter what they 
may experience. She feels that difference in people is limited to skin tone. People are all 
the same otherwise. Blacks have to work harder. The education is the same. Blacks have 
to find a way to take advantage of education: 
“Growing up, I taught my children that we are equal, they [whites] are no 
different than we are, only the color of their skin. They receive the same type of 
education. We have to motivate ourselves to do that.”  
 
P1 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures that surround P1’s lived experience of race are expressed in terms 
of lived time, spatiality, a sense of self, and in relation to others. 
For P1, racism seems to be different across time periods. There is a feeling of a 
heightened existence of racism today compared to when she was growing up. With   
astonishment and disappointment in her voice, she acknowledges a different awareness 
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about the current state of race and racism. The difference is distinguishable between 
periods of her childhood and adulthood. In childhood there was a frightening and austere 
dimension of racism. Its face was confrontational, bold, and seemingly without inhibition 
as a group of Whites yelled “nigger” from a passing car as she waited alone at a bus stop. 
There was also the unkind and cruel face of racism she remembers her mother 
experienced growing up in boarding homes. It was an experience that was characterized 
by taunting from both Whites and Blacks because of her mother’s darker skin 
pigmentation. These events possessed an occasional or indirect quality. In adulthood, it 
feels deeply like a changed entity. It no longer challenges her sense of safety in a direct 
act of boldness and fearfulness as experienced in her young life, but it threatens her sense 
of competence and significance as a human being. There is a forced quality of racism that 
ties her thoughts to inferiority from day to day as an adult in the workplace.  
The workplace has become the defining lived spaced for exposure to racist acts 
for P1. The near daily occurrences in this environment render racism as an incessant 
debilitating entity. It is of a nature that tries vigorously in the confines of the workplace 
to chip away at a positive, confident, and competent sense of self. In the work 
environment it feels inescapable and obligatory from a personal perspective. P1 has to 
work. She needs her job. So she learns how to manage the pain, humiliation, sadness, 
confusion, and disbelief of being told, “I don’t want to talk to a colored person.” In her 
interpretation of racist acts directed toward her, she adopts a painful understanding that 
she is thought of by Whites as less competent and not knowledgeable. The arrogant and 
rude encounters have to be managed with emotional steadiness, not accepted with 
negativity and in defeat. Manageability comes from an inner strength, a positive force 
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that faces racist behaviors head-on with respect, dignity, reason and the willingness to be 
of assistance despite the agonizing rejection of racial difference. It is a force within that 
desires desperately to prove daily she is not “half headed” or the “animal” she may be 
thought to be.   
For P1, relations with others is composed of two qualities, darkness and light. 
Darkness represents the experience of those she must serve daily in her profession. 
Relations in this regard challenge her sense of peace and emotional well-being. The 
nature of these relations represents the daily struggle and pain of racial difference. 
Racism is likened to darkness in the workplace. Light represents the interactions with 
others away from the workplace, which is protected by loving or neutral relations against 
racism. There is the bright light of teaching the children to whom she gave birth to avoid 
the pitfalls of racial thinking and to focus more on the elements of equality, a good 
education and a sound mind. There is the bright light of peace and emotional well-being 
in her private world, a world free of judgments and the memory of taunting because of 
skin color. It is a world free of the need to prove herself as equal to Whites and as a 
worthy human being.   
 119
 
P2 - Individual Textural Description  
General Themes 
 
1. Painful Acts  
2. A Need to Conform  
3. Defense Mode  
4. Shouldering the Burden 
5. Racism’s Spillover in Black Families 
 
The lived experience of race for P-2 is first remembered at the young and 
impressionable age of eight years old. The fun and warmth of friendship in childhood 
was transformed into a cold and confusing encounter for a young girl. The privilege of a 
wise and loving adult in her life was comforting and enlightening in the midst of the 
inquisitive mind of a child who had experienced rejection with a cognitive inability to 
understand why:  
“My first experience, I remember I was in the 4th grade and I had a friend and she 
was White. Her name was Mary. Oh I remember that well. We attended school, 
we played together and everything and we were studying for a national spelling 
bee and I had went over her house to study. Her father came to the door and he 
was surprised when he seen me and I was like, I’m “T” someone who studies with 
Mary. And he was like, well you are not going to study with Mary because we 
don’t let colored people in our house. I couldn’t understand it. I…went home to 
my grandmother and I said, ‘hey Gram, her dad said they don’t let colored people 
in their house’. And then she explained it to me.” 
The memory of her toddler son being exposed to an act of racism by an adult was 
 particularly upsetting and unjust for P2. The innocence of childhood and a strange adult 
hurling a racial slur at him were cause for a mother’s great pain. The agonizing nature of 
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this incident was manifested in her crying. In her duty as a mother she painstakingly 
corrected the harm that had been done by helping the child to understand the situation. 
The pain of her recall is powerfully vivid:  
 “When my son, who is 21 now, but when he was 3 or 4 years old he was outside 
riding his big wheel and rode past somebody’s house and did a spin out or 
whatever. That guy called him a nigger. My 3 year-old child got called a nigger. 
When I finished crying…I had to explain to my son he is not a nigger, he is just 
more darker skinned…it really, really hurt that my innocent baby was called a 
nigger.”    
In her general belief of lifelong racial inequality, P2 yearned for a way to be 
thought of as equal to Whites and to stop her skin color from being a factor when 
interfacing with Whites. The judging because of skin color is overwhelming and difficult 
to manage. Coping for her comes through trying to step outside herself by being more 
accommodating and seeing past bias. This helps to feel more accepted, more like them. 
Give in to them, step inside their world for they do not know what her world is like:  
“Because all of my life, at least as a Black person, I have had to learn how to look 
outside of the color of my skin and try to be the same as [whites], because like 
they are so quick to judge because of the color of our skin that we have to 
conform to them and their world…They have not a clue to know what its like to 
live a day in our world, in our skin.”  
Managing the subtle aggressions of racism presents its own set of emotional 
challenges. It creates deep feelings of being perceived as inadequate, which prompts P2 
to find ways that will cause them to look upon her favorably. Attuned to penetrating 
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emotions about race relations and detesting having to experience racial bias, she has 
become psychologically and mentally prepared for racism’s daily burdens. She has 
created a psychological defense against it. There is a burning desire for her to personally 
prove in her own way that skin color is not important from one human being to another: 
“I feel like whenever I encounter a white person I have to try to win them over. I 
shouldn’t have to go through my daily life like that. When it comes to white 
people I am always in defense mode because I feel like I got to let them know I’m 
the same as you, my skin is just a little darker… It is like I have to put on my suit 
of armor everyday because I know what’s coming just because of the color of my 
skin.” 
In P2’s experience African Americans are burdened with the responsibility of 
reaching out to Whites. Her thoughts and beliefs are of two different worlds, one for 
African Americans and one for Whites. Trying to traverse the world of Whites poses the 
greatest challenge. Her world is defined by her own diligent efforts to engage Whites. 
Her life around race means the displaying of academic competence, the ability to 
articulate, and gaining respect. When she feels the retreat of Whites from her, it is a 
reminder of the darkness of racial rejection. Their world is about not having to concern 
themselves with the burdens of proving racial competence:  
“I feel like we as African American in everyday society we have to take the extra 
step. We have to win them over and let them know we are educated. We know how 
to speak properly and things like that. We have to be the first to speak to them. 
Ask them how their day was, how their weekend was in order for them to respect 
us. Because…if I don’t take the initiative then they are always going to stand back 
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from me…I think we have just learned how to live in their world. ”  
There is pain in growing up as a dark skinned child. Engaged in name-calling, 
siblings referred to P2 and a brother in terms that are reflective of the harsh realities of 
difference around skin color. This was extremely painful teasing that aroused feelings of 
being singled out and overburdened by something beyond her control:  
“Growing up, my brother and myself…we caught it…we were called darkie and 
blackie and booga-boo…by our brothers and sisters because our skin was darker 
than theirs…they taunted us.” 
P2 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures that permeate P2’s lived experience of race are encompassed by 
time, a sense of self, and in relation to others. 
Childhood experiences of racism are painfully memorable for P2. Hurtful racial 
slurs are made obscure only by a mind too young to comprehend an egregious act of 
racism. It was a time period marked by the beauty and gaiety of making new friends with 
those who looked like you and those who did not. It was a time of child self-exploration 
and branching out independently, a time to learn about oneself and one’s new friends. For 
P2 this reality was replaced by the unexpected harshness and insensitivity of racism. It 
had reared its ugly head early in her life. Its carrier was a parent, an adult, a strange and  
intimidating figure. There was something wrong within this child’s spirit, something felt 
very bad, but it could not be understood with proper depth until later in life. What was 
discernible in childhood were the feelings akin to being scolded by an adult, or when you 
are caught breaking a rule. You want to go hide, never show your face again. This 
rejecting encounter had to be shared with the loving adult in her life. It is left up to the 
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adult to bear her burden and try to explain the nature of racism in ways a child can 
understand. Racism is more clearly discerned and articulated in P2’s later years. The 
pain, now replaced by anger, is recalled as if it the incident were a present day 
occurrence. She is forced to relive her own painful racial experience as a child when her 
toddler son faced an act of racial aggression a little more than a decade later. The agony 
of this level of hurt brings forth tears. The hurt and accompanying anger does not 
compare to that which is felt as a child, feeling it for your child is even more distressing 
and debilitating.  
Coping with lifelong racial aggressions meant developing a sense of 
understanding of the nature of racism as P2 experiences it and the development of her 
personal stance as it relates to self. The acts are not as overt as the one in childhood or 
the act committed against her first born child, but feelings of rejection remain alive in 
shopping malls, at work, at restaurants, or when looking to buy a home. The rejection she 
has come to recognize and resent continues to be emotionally challenging in her world. 
These experiences serve to test who she is in adulthood. Thinking of herself as a capable 
and confident African American, she questions why that is hard for dominant society to 
see.  There is a deep desire to be thought of with the same regard as a White person, 
human, educated, “with two arms and two legs like everybody else.” So she adopts a 
position of getting along because this works to keep her psyche in tact. There is a need to 
relate to Whites in ways that forge good relationships, “to win them over”. Approach 
them first, ask how their day is going and it breaks the ice, makes her feel better as if she 
has taken a major step to correct a vicious and unrelenting force for good. They have to 
be shown there is no need to look down on her. There are two worlds, theirs and hers. 
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There is no getting around living in theirs. It is to be accepted. Whites occupy a separate 
space of existence in American society. P2 occupies a different space. The two worlds 
seem so far away at times. They don’t know what it’s like to live in a Black body, in 
Black skin. This is frustrating and endless therefore life calls for “learning how to live 
outside the color of my skin.” It is the only way. It brings about a level of peace and a 
measure of control in managing her emotions and thoughts that underlie the adverse 
meaning of skin color in society.   
For P2, the many sides of racism have permeated her early relations with siblings. 
The ugliness of racism found a place in the minds of her siblings who are lighter in 
complexion. She and her brother against the world of their siblings, standing alone to 
brace the attacks of long held racial descriptors such as blackie, darkie, and boogaboo. 
There was a feeling of victimization, a putting down that their dark skin would arouse. 
“We caught it” is how the experiences are captured by P2. There was no letting up, there 
was nothing that could change skin color, they had to suffer through the taunting. These 
racial oriented descriptors found their way into the life of a family that on the surface 
taught children to see past skin color. The notion that light skin is good and dark skin is 
bad found its way into the lived experience of race for P2. Today, it is a memory worthy 
of the benefits and accountabilities of the strength and power of her innermost self, which 
affect her relations with others for the better. The behavior exists no more among her 
family of siblings, who are now adults. There will always be the lived relation to Whites 
and light skinned Blacks for which she will continue to accept in ways that promote self-
assurance and life enrichment. 
Participant 3 – Individual Textural Description 
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General Themes 
 
1. Really Nice Experience Helped to Shape a Racial Perspective 
2. A To Be Looked Down On    
3. Ain’t Nobody’s Blood Going to Come Out Green  
4. Families Can Present as Stumbling Blocks   
 
The lived experience of race for P3 is one characterized by vivid childhood 
remembrances. The first memorable experience of race for P3 was that of a White family, 
the ‘S’s, who cared very much for her and other children in her family. P3’s aunt was an 
employee of the ‘S’ family. Those experiences for P3 are remembered as fun and 
heartwarming. This was an experience of a White family who had much sharing with a 
Black family who had less. For P3 there were no distinctions regarding race as a child, 
nor feelings or emotions pertaining to racial difference:  
“My aunt used work for the [‘S’s]…they sold books and stuff, a really large 
company and my aunt used to be their maid. So early in life, we met [them] and 
they used to send us clothes…we used to go to camp with [the children in the ’S’ 
family] for weeks at a time…[they] would pay for us to go because we were less 
fortunate than their kids, but whatever we needed to go camping, we had the same 
as their kids. They bought us the same exact thing…So our first experience with 
Caucasians was actually really nice, the [‘S’s], I’ll always remember them.”  
 
The experience of race prevails despite what life has taught through the ‘S’ 
family. Experiences of racial difference, though subtle, were existent in P3’s world. 
There was a degree of pain, humiliation and discomfort that was felt in particular 
environments when P3 encountered Whites. The acceptance, goodness and color blind 
relations with the ‘S’ family had established a sense of self-worth and racial neutrality 
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early in life and that demeaning racial experiences are not things she deeply dwells upon: 
“Sometimes you get looks, but I have learned to overlook that…you (a black) may 
go to a store and because you’re (salesperson) Caucasian and it’s …middle class 
(the store’s clientele)…they’ll follow you around the store…they don’t even say, 
‘May I help you?’ …How some people look down on you because you’re Afro-
American and that’s what I mean when I say looks…I love [the experience with 
the (name of the white family)] because they were never afraid to take us where 
they took their kids…they never looked down on us…if the people didn’t accept 
us, then they didn’t accept them, so I learned that all early in life, so it doesn’t 
bother me.”   
The view of race for P3 is one of deep conviction against racism. Skin color is 
obsolete and insignificant as a judge of people. All people are the same inside no matter 
the color of their skin or their cultural heritage. The color of everyone’s blood is the same 
and is definitive proof of sameness. People behaving in racist ways creates pain and 
discomfort for her. This is her impassioned belief: 
“I’m not racist. I have dated Caucasian men and oriental men. I don’t believe in, 
you know, color, the color of the skin or nothing like that. Everybody is the same to me… 
Ain’t nobody blood going to come out green…I don’t like people being racist, 
period…no matter what color you are or what your ethnic background is, we’re all the 
same.”  
For P3, an intimate relationship revealed that her unbiased view of race was not 
shared  by others around her. The racist views of respective family members placed 
stressful limitations on the relationship. She was unaccepted by her partner’s parents and 
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her partner was unaccepted by her family members. A sense of the cruel injustice of 
racism had become defined on two fronts:  
“I had one experience with dating a Caucasian male. You know, my family is 
racist, and his family was racist, so he couldn’t take me home, but I could take 
him to my house… if he was willing to be a part of the name calling or 
whatever…I felt like it wasn’t right that he couldn’t take me to his parents…”  
P3 - Individual Structural Description 
The structures that help shape P3’s lived experience of race are associated with 
time, in relations with others and in relation to self. 
The existential of time as it pertains to race is marked by the period in which race 
began to be defined for P3. Childhood experiences with a White family, the ‘S’s, is a 
period of happiness, a time devoid of painful feelings and innuendo small children can 
sometimes fall victim to pertaining to race. There were never occasions when P3 caught 
someone engaged in cruel whisperings about the Black children when in the company of 
the ‘S’ children. During this period of her life her memories point to a time in the world 
when all things were right. The haves shared with the have-nots. The generosity and 
kindness of the ‘S’ family were long lasting and memorable experiences. The equal 
treatment of P3 and the ‘S’ children was uplifting and validating of a child’s sense of 
self-worth. “They were never afraid to take us where they took their kids.” Gifts of 
clothing, activities, and trips heightened the impact of this pleasant time period for P3, 
“So our first experience with Caucasians was actually really nice…” The time spent 
with the ‘S’ family and the events of the period define a true and meaningful experience 
upon which to frame future experiences of race. 
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Race in relation to others evoke hurtful, unfulfilling, and ugly experiences of 
racial bigotry. Relations with others for P3 meant living through the indifference of her 
own family members toward her White boyfriend and consuming the direct pain of not 
being accepted by his parents. The racist attitudes of those around her served to abort her 
relationship with her White partner, a relationship that did not withstand the test of 
racism, ”So of course, that relationship didn’t last very long…So we couldn’t be intimate 
but we still [communicate].”  P3 was tormented by her strong belief that there was 
nothing that felt correct about the families’ lack of acceptance of her White friend. “I felt 
like it wasn’t right.” Her family would allow him in but not without castigating him. She 
could not be presented to his family on any level. “I felt like it wasn’t right that he 
couldn’t take me to his parents.” The pain of overhearing his father’s words cut through 
her sharply, “You better not bring her here.” So they reasoned the families were a 
stumbling block difficult to overcome. It would come down to the pain of choice for P3. 
She agonized over not being able to go around his family and over his own personal 
torment. The joint pain of rejection was best soothed by a mutual agreement to be friends 
and a declaration to protect herself from such an experience in the future, “It was an 
experience that I choose not to live through again.” 
P3’s sense of self has been dramatically shaped by her racial experiences. Her 
early exposure to the ‘S’ family was meaningful and invokes warm memories of how 
well she was thought of. Race was not a negative factor that turned her self esteem 
inward. It was a neutral entity, a force without the power to belittle and cause shameful 
emotions to emerge in childhood.  This was an experience that built into the foundation 
of self a powerful sense of sameness and equality beyond the color of skin, “We all eat 
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the same, we all bleed the same, we all die the same way…”   
 
THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF GENDER 
Gender is defined as the inter-relational aspects between the research participants 
and men and how they view the role and nature of men in their lives. It includes their 
beliefs, thoughts, feelings, values and attitudes toward issues between men and women. 
The participants discuss their lived experience of gender from the perspective of their 
own rearing and as they have experienced issues of gender in their lives. There is a 
predominant focus on gender in relationships with significant others. In the workplace, 
the nature of gender issues is experienced as somewhat cursory.  
Participant 1 – Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. The Man of the House  
2. You Just go Along with Program 
3. Miss Independent    
4. I do have a Voice 
5. I’m Really not the Dumb Female 
6. Male authority has its Place 
 
The experience of gender for P1 has deep and meaningful roots in her family of 
origin. Profound and abiding beliefs about gender emanate from her exposure to the 
marriage of her maternal grandparents, who raised her. Their marriage is described in 
terms of warmth and mutual respect. P1’s grandfather was the dominant figure of the 
family. In the home, “the man was the man”. Her grandmother assumed a submissive 
role in the marriage and grandfather was the major decision maker. Markers of marital 
accord were grandmother’s incessant humming and the notion that the couple never 
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shared a harsh word between them. Traditional values permeated their relationship which 
 include the processes of courtship, marriage, and the birth of their children:  
“…my grandfather, he was the man of the house. But I never heard them say a 
foul word to one another. But…he was the man…My grandmother hummed all the 
time. She just hummed her sweet spirituals all the time. So, they never, they never 
argued but she respected him as being that man. I guess it’s just coming from, 
you know, like old school. You know, that’s the first boyfriend, that’s the husband 
and that’s the father of your children.”  
The grandparents’ marriage was the standard by which P1 governed her early 
relationships in adulthood. As in the case of her grandparents’ marriage, humility and 
submissiveness characterized her early relationships and fostered acceptance of the 
notion of male dominance. Attaining a greater sense of empowerment as a female, a more 
moderate view of male dominance in relationships was adopted later in life. For P1, this  
set a different standard of existence that would reshape submissiveness and embrace her 
own self-expression. Relationships dominated by submissiveness were no longer 
fulfilling. 
“I learned to be very humble because of the way I was raised, not being one to 
argue, just letting the man kind of have their say…later on knowing that I do have 
a voice and my voice does count, I’m not as submissive...I’ve gotten out of 
that…way of living.” 
For P1, there is a conflict-laden nature to voicing a view different from her 
partner’s. There are chilling accusations, frustrating misunderstandings, and risks of 
being viewed as disloyal within the relationship. There is a need to remain steadfast in 
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her viewpoint and to stand up for the integrity of her position. With spoken and unspoken 
language, having her own voice is met with thoughts of criticism: 
“We were at the supermarket and I said the way he reacted to this gentleman…he 
pushed the gentleman…He felt like I was just not in his corner…he was wrong [in 
pushing the gentleman]…he feels like ‘I’m the man and if that’s what I’ve done, I 
need you to be supportive of me’, well, I can’t because you’re wrong…he’ll kind 
of cut his eye like, ‘why are you not with me, why are you not supporting me?’ 
But you know you’re wrong whether you’re a man or not, I’m still going to tell 
you that you’re wrong.” 
P1 has an astute awareness of the expectations of her partner. Attuned to the 
demands related to issues of gender, she has gained understanding and clarity in how her 
partner thinks. His views are seen as unwavering. P1 feels he has an unrelenting 
attachment to traditional male values:  
My partner is 2 years older than I am and…in his mind, the man is the man, 
whether he’s right or wrong, the man is the man…And you just go along with the 
program. You don’t go against me. I’m still the man. He doesn’t say this, [that] 
I’m the man, but it’s… I know that’s how it is.” 
Having managed life’s difficult processes as a single mother for a long period of 
time has instilled a tremendous sense of autonomy in P1. The strong feeling of control 
over her life is empowering. Raising two sons and three brothers along with insuring her 
mother received proper care in an assisted living community is the embodiment of 
empowerment. Her positive sense of relations with family members emanates from a 
definitive caretaker role. Partner-controlled relationships feel dictatorial, frustrating and 
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would be problematic at this point in her life: 
 “I’m Miss Independent. You know, I’ve been on my own for a very long time and 
I’ve always been in control. I’ve raised my brothers, I’ve raised my children and 
at times I even called myself raising [caring for] my mother. I’ve always been a 
caretaker. And it’s hard…for me to have someone try to dictate to me how I 
should be. That’s difficult for me.” 
The importance of voice in relationships is meaningful for P1 and should not be 
misunderstood as her desire to simply disagree with her partner. Trying to establish 
herself as a woman with purpose and competence is an ongoing process: 
“I’m not argumentative, but I do have a voice. I constantly remind my partner 
that I am really not the dumb female that [he] may think I am.” 
 
P1 believes gender inequality permeates society and this fosters enduring male 
superiority. The attitude of men is that women cannot measure up: 
“We are in a society that men just, they don’t think we are equal to them. They 
think that they’re superior, we’re just, you know, not superior to them.” 
Influenced by family of origin dynamics, views of male dominance as it relates to 
effectiveness in disciplining children stand out sharply for P1. It is what she has learned 
as meaningful and has been supported through her past experiences. Children listen 
largely to that voice of male authority more so than a voice of female authority:  
“He [the man] is the figure of authority in raising those children. You know, my 
grandmother used to always say, you wait until your grandfather comes home. 
That’s the picture …that’s been painted that that male figure is that one of 
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authority. I would do the same to my boys, even though the man was not around… 
but if he said he was coming to get them for that weekend…you wait until your 
dad comes, I’m going to tell him everything that’s gone on this week, because in 
my mind that is the person of authority, that that child is going to listen to that 
male figure. They’d listen to me as well. The man, they need that firm hand.” 
For P1, gender inequality is limited to her personal relationships. The single 
gender related challenge for her in the workplace is that her male supervisor must possess 
complete competence. It is difficult to garner respect for a male supervisor who does not 
display an ability to get the job done: 
“I don’t really care if my supervisor is a man or a woman. I just want you to 
know your stuff…I have a male supervisor. He has been our supervisor [for] a 
year, but he doesn’t know his stuff. So it is hard for me to respect him…I don’t 
have a problem in the workplace with gender.” 
P1 - Individual Structural Description 
The structures that represent the lifeworld of gender for P1 evoke clear and strong 
feelings about gender related issues and are attached to lived time, relations with others, 
her sense of self, and spatiality.  
For P1, beliefs and values of gender have been molded, shaped, and reshaped 
over her lifetime. Her experiences of gender are powerful representations of lessons 
learned throughout life and are understandable within the realm of personal and 
communal relations. In relation to time, P1 has experienced a change in attitude 
pertaining to  submissiveness as an integral aspect in her early relationships. 
Submissiveness was experienced as effective in her grandparents’ marriage. It was a 
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harmonious marriage. Grandmother behaved in ways thought to be traditional for women 
while grandfather was the provider and decision maker. P1 carried these values into her 
own relationships. Time revealed that this approach did not work out as well for her as it 
had in the case of her grandparents. Times were different. This was a new period, a more 
progressive era. Things were changing between men and women in society and those 
changes began to affect P1. The transitional time period was marked by feminine 
assertiveness and the notion of women having voices. In light of this, views regarding 
relationships began to shift for P1. The notion of respect and overriding authority in 
limited areas were afforded men, but those elements would not be accompanied by 
submission and they would no longer be permitted by P1to drown out her voice in the 
new era.  
In reference to lived relation, for P1 there are deep and clear beliefs about the role 
of gender in relation to others. Relations with others involve demands and 
responsibilities. A man is superior, this is easily acceptable to her, but as a woman she 
has learned that it doesn’t feel very good if “going along with the program” of male 
dominance is absolute. Room must be left for her voice to be heard in the interpersonal 
process. The experience of taking on responsibility as a teen mother and caring for 
immediate and extended family members for a significant number of years has earned her 
the right within her relationships to make her voice heard, to crown herself “Miss 
Independent”, and to draw the line on male dominance when it becomes unfair, 
uncomfortable, and when she chooses to disagree with her partner.  
The gender advantage is cast toward the male in relationships. There is complete 
acceptance that a man is that authority figure in the home when it comes to children. 
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“He’s the figure of authority in raising those children.” Children need a male authority 
figure to keep them on track. Women help in this regard, but only to a degree. It worked 
expertly as P1 grew up around the warmest relationship she has come to know in her 
grandparents. “The man was the man” in this household and there was no mistaking it. It 
caused no problems. She perceived her grandmother as perfectly content with her 
husband as being in control. For P1, there is credibility in the notion that some level of 
male superiority should exist in interpersonal relationships.   
A positive sense of self has become essential and rewarding for P1. She embraces 
the power of womanhood through her history of personal struggle, responsibility and 
love of family. These things have made her stronger and more independent. They are  
comforting and provide a sense of achievement in retrospect. She has been reshaped as a 
mother, partner, and caretaker with a newfound sense of who she is in the midst of her 
strengths and challenges. She discovered the meaning of the relationship between voice 
and self and in the process found a richer life experience, both personally and spiritually.  
 At this point in life, the inability to find her voice in her relationship would be 
unacceptable, far too problematic and frustrating to deal with. There is a sharp 
commitment to the notion that  “whether you’re a man or not, I’m still going to tell you 
you’re wrong.” Relating to her partner from the perspective of male dominance is 
distressing and outdated. The days of “just go along with the [male] program” are gone 
forever. A new sense of self has emerged. 
In recognition of the lifeworld of spatiality, gender relations in the work place are 
cast as very different from P1’s personal relationships. “I don’t have a problem in the 
workplace with gender.” This environment of the workplace does not hold the same 
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emotional challenges around gender as home and community. People are different. They 
interface differently. Demands are present, but confidently limited to issues of 
competency regarding her superiors, “You are my authority, the person over me, 
representing me and I need you to know your stuff.”  It is too hard to respect deficiencies 
in male superiors. They are the leaders. Incompetence in them is inexcusable and makes 
her job tougher. The lived space of work is experienced as a far less stressful challenge 
than personal relationships from an emotional perspective. For P1, the lived experience 
of gender as a problematic issue is non-existent in the workplace. 
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P 2 - Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. Unevenly Yoked  
2. Old-School Type Thinking  
3. Gender Positioning  
4. Competency vs. Gender 
5. Speaking Up 
 
Opinions about relationships and gender roles were formed during an early stage 
of P2’s life. Frequent childhood exposure to a difficult relationship between her mother 
and mother’s significant other provided a sense of clarity of an oppressive and conflict- 
ridden relationship and a declaration to avoid such a traumatic experience: 
“I grew up in a house where I feel like it was unevenly yoked as far as it didn’t 
feel like she was as good as him because she was a female…she let this man walk 
over top of her…It’s not going to be me” 
The experience of gender for P2 is associated with difficult and distressful 
experiences emanating from her family of origin. She was painfully exposed to the 
emotional and physical abuse of her mother by mother’s significant other. Impacted by a 
relationship dominated by humiliating and demeaning directives, P2 has developed a 
keen sense of some of the issues pertaining to gender and gender inequality:  
“…he didn’t treat her with respect…he looked down on her because she was 
female. I can remember times when he struck her. He put his hand to her on 
several occasions just because she would go to speak up for herself. He would 
tell her ‘Don’t speak back to me, woman, know your place’ and things like that.” 
Childhood experiences of gender relationships invoke a fundamental regard for 
male dominance in relationships. The experiences simultaneously bring into play a strong 
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will toward self-expressiveness that is not to be interpreted as combative:  
“My husband, of course, I respected that he’s the man and let him take the lead. 
I’ll do that to a degree…I wouldn’t call myself argumentative, but I have no 
problems speaking up for myself.  
In numerous disputes between P2 and her husband, speaking out is criticized as 
an inappropriate role for her as a woman. This kind of judging dehumanizes her and 
threatens her sense of self and purpose. Equality eludes the relationship because there is 
this sense that what matters most to her husband is male authority and her subjugation. 
She experiences significant frustration when this view is taken:  
“ My husband and I…debate a lot. Like we’ll go back and forth, you know and 
he’s quick to tell me, “T”, know your position. I’m like…what do you mean know 
my position? I’m a human being. I’m a person. I have thoughts and feelings the 
same way that you do...just because you’re a man, that doesn’t make you right 
about everything.” 
It is emotionally annoying to P2 for her husband to define when and how she 
should take an active part in what affects the couple. Despite his viewpoint, she clings 
steadfastly to a deep desire, a determination to have a voice and to be able to comfortably 
and confidently share her perspective on an issue. A misinterpretation of her thinking 
results in being labeled as talkative or argumentative rather than vocal. In disgust, she 
views his position as unprogressive and the two diverging points of view is the root of 
mental anguish in their marriage: 
“ [My husband believes]…just kind of fall back a little and take my lead…and if I 
stumble, then you help pick up the pieces. I tell him…well if I see where I can help 
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you from stumbling, because I see the bigger picture of what you are trying to do, 
why do I have to wait until you stumble to feel free to step in. [I say to him] Hear 
my voice…and then he tells me all the time, “T”, you talk too much, you’re 
combative…I’m just vocal. I always have been, I always will be…when him and I 
do get into something that’ll be the reason why. [He will say] You don’t know 
your position as a woman…and I’m like, get out of here with that old school type 
thinking.” 
P2’s strong views toward assertiveness as a woman are dually connected to her 
experience of her mother’s difficult relationships and her overwhelming experience as a 
single mother. Consequences of these experiences shaped her view of gender in 
relationships. There is an incredible level of responsibility raising children alone and 
fashioning life for herself and her children. Being stripped of head of household is not 
altogether objectionable, but requires a change in perspective:  
“You’re single, you’re by yourself, you have nobody to lean on…so, you do 
everything yourself. Then, all of a sudden here comes somebody and they want to 
take first position and it’s not so much that you have a problem with them taking 
first position, you’re just used to doing things yourself.” 
The lived experience of gender bias outside her relationships is seemingly non-
existent. Gender in the workplace is a matter of competency and personal attributes. 
Vying for a managerial position where she competed with men for her current position 
supports P2’s experience. Self described as a “go–getter”, her achievements in the 
workplace come from working hard and issues of gender have not been a factor.  
“Outside of my household I just feel like it is a matter of who is most competent, 
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who is more equipped to do the job…I really don’t think gender has affected me…I am in 
a management position…I worked for it, I went up against men to get the position and I 
got it…I am very outspoken…I grab people with the wow factor…give it all you got.” 
P2 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures that encompass P2’s lived experience of gender and evoke strong 
beliefs about gender roles are reflected in relation to time, her sense of self, in relations 
with others, and in spatiality.  
 Childhood is a period recaptured by a profound memory of intermittent periods 
of cruel and helpless exposure to parental abuse. Having witnessed her mother being 
struck in attempts to speak up for herself was tremendously painful. The experience of 
emotional and physical abuse has left sharp views about the role of gender in 
relationships. From the perspective of adulthood, there is a clearer meaning and 
important lessons to borrow from childhood. The memory of the pain of a mother’s 
suffering has value. The experience of the past has great meaning for P2 and must be 
learned from for purposes of protecting and asserting herself in relationships. Life in 
relation to self and time provides a framework for managing relationships. Relationships 
characteristic of male dominance and devoid of a female voice is a potentially inhumane 
and unbearable existence for P2. Never would the abuse be repeated or relived in her 
adulthood. The lessons of her mother’s abuse were distressing and difficult to watch. 
Adulthood was a time to emerge victorious in relationships because of it. It was a time 
period that instilled in her the notion that “It’s not going to be me.” 
A strong sense of self and personal achievements are forces that project 
outwardly. Relationships challenge P2’s sense of self worth and her sense of existence. 
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An “unevenly yoked” relationship places the focus on her mate’s dominance and drowns 
out her voice as his female partner. This is threatening to her womanhood and threatening 
to the characteristics she takes pride in. She is “very outspoken” and portrays “the wow 
factor” to others. These attributes serve as supports in maintaining a strong sense of self 
against gender bias.  
The issue of gender as it pertains to interpersonal relationships for P2 is made 
visible through her strong beliefs about a woman’s role. Her husband’s traditional views 
about relationships pose a threat to her independence and serve as a reminder of her 
mother’s degrading experience. The “old School type style thinking” that describes her 
husband’s dictates is an uncomfortable reminder of potential difficulty. It is a kind of 
mindset P2 feels is unacceptable and intolerable by today’s standards for relationships. 
Her mother’s troubles were years ago. This is a new era, a progressive time period and P2 
is annoyed by suggestions and behaviors of the past. She sees her husband’s thinking as 
outdated and it’s detrimental to their relationship. She concedes her husband’s natural 
strengths as a man and having the stronger hand “when it comes to child rearing, he’s the 
dominant figure…I don’t know if it is just because they have a dominant gene that 
children just take to them better or whatever.” But this is where the line is drawn. 
Beyond this factor, she is equal to him. She will not permit him to take “first position” 
all the time because her early years have been spent trying to make a good life for herself 
and her children on her own. The best she can offer her husband is a lead role in the 
home as it pertains to the children. Beyond that, equality must be permitted to thrive. 
Spatiality for P2 is manifested as the absence of the experience of gender 
discrimination outside her relationship with her husband. The workplace offers spatial 
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freedom away from the concerns of issues pertaining to gender. For her, the experience 
of success in employment is predicated upon “who is most competent, who is most 
equipped to do the job”.  For P2, competency overcomes gender in her lived experience. 
The workplace is a refuge where judgment is predicated on merit, rather than gender. 
This space is her quiet corner, her comfortable chair. She can be who she really believes 
she is in the space of the workplace, a woman who has achieved because she has 
“worked for it.”   
P-3 Individual Textural Description 
General Themes  
1. Role Reversal  
2. Working Together 
3. Independence  
4. Abuse and Oppression 
 
The lived experience of gender for P3 is one that has an indistinct foundation in 
family of origin, but fashioned more by life in this new era. Her account of growing up in 
an intensely dysfunctional family indicates gender roles were not always clearly defined 
by the men and women in the family.  
Early experiences of differences by gender were complicated by P3’s painful 
memories of sexual abuse by her stepfather when she was a young girl. Family 
organization was non-existent but today she is gaining more understanding about herself 
as a result. Beyond the sexual abuse, P3 recognizes some sense of role reversal during 
her childhood. In her mother’s absence, stepfather assumed the roles her mother normally 
performed: 
“I grew up in… a family so dysfunctional that I was molested by my mom’s 
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husband. I didn’t know what it was to be …functional. I’m learning some things 
now, but childhood was not functional. [My stepfather] did our hair when my 
mom would be out for days at a time. He went to work. He still sent us to school.”  
For P3, the experience of living with her grandmother from age 14 until 
adulthood sharply shaped her belief that couples working together on household 
responsibilities is an effective routine. Grandmother was employed and her partner 
contributed financially to the household. The pooling of finances and the sharing of daily 
responsibilities without regard for what P3 believes to be traditional gender roles has 
become strongly adopted as her beliefs about gender: 
“My grandma had a boyfriend and he did what he did for our family, and she still 
worked too. She was a nurse and she did what she had to do too. And it wasn’t 
about what she made, or how much he made. It was how you took what you made 
and put it into the family.  If you was a dad, you still went to the Laundromat, 
even though some people say that’s a woman’s job, the man is not suppose to 
make beds, but he’s supposed to take out the trash. No. If the trash is full, [anyone 
can] take it out.” 
P3 firmly believes men and women are equal when it comes to the roles they are 
to perform. Traditional ideas about gender roles and who should become employed in the 
home are outdated. For her, she takes great pride in being independent and not needing to 
count on a man for anything other than for intimacy. She believes many other women 
share this viewpoint: 
“I strongly believe that there’s no difference [between]a man and a woman…old 
school… a man is supposed to work, the woman is supposed to stay home bare 
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feet in the kitchen. No. The man could work, the lady could work. The lady can 
even make more than the man. That doesn’t bother me. For me, I don’t need a 
man to do nothing for me but [be intimate] with me. Like, I’m real 
independent…a lot of women are.”  
The experience of gender presented traumatic and devastating events in P3’s life. 
Physical and emotional abuse characterized an early relationship. Consistent exposure to 
her mother’s physical and emotional abuse transmitted the message that this is what 
relationships were supposed to be like. Counting on her partner for financial assistance 
came with an extremely high price. Deeds were to be performed for him without fail. 
Anything contrary to this resulted in her physical assault. P3 would eventually escape 
this cruel treatment when she learned to depend on herself to meet her needs. This was 
the time she would cement in her mind that men and women working together, no matter 
the task, was more effective: 
“My daughter’s dad, he always beat me …I didn’t know that wasn’t right. I had 
seen it with my mom, so that’s functional [to me]. If you don’t cook [him] 
breakfast on time and he get up, you’re gonna get your_ whipped…because he 
brought the paycheck home and gave it to [me], but you had to jump when he said 
[so]…It wasn’t a man is supposed to do this and a lady [that]. I learned that in 
functional families, everybody contributes…when I was able to do some things for 
myself, bring something to the table, that was functional.” 
P3 - Individual Structural Description 
 
The structures that encompass P3’s lived experience of gender evoke agonizing 
and disturbing memories, thoughts and feelings and are expressed in relation to time, 
 145
 
relations with others, spatiality and in relation to self 
Time in relation to gender for P3 is experienced as a painful and deprived 
childhood where gender roles were not easily discerned. It was a time remembered with 
great sadness and deep feelings of violation to her dignity as a young girl. Childhood for 
P3 was experienced as a time of seemingly unplanned role reversals that emanated from  
periods of absence by her mother. Family dysfunction blurred the specific responsibilities 
of parental figures and failed to help P3 understand who would take responsibility for 
what task as men and women. “[My stepfather] did our hair when my mom would be out 
for days at a time…he sent us to school.” She struggles with the notion that childhood, as 
that time for children to experience carefree living, learning and exploring who adults are 
in their lives, was replaced as a time characterized by extreme repugnant and shameful 
child sexual abuse, the selfishness of parental abandonment and the undeserved 
disorientation of P3 as a child who could not discern gender roles amid parental 
dysfunction. 
Relations with others and spatiality have served to clarify P3’s thinking regarding 
gender. As a young girl of 14 years, grandmother’s home was a virtual respite from her 
abusive environment. Peace, comfort and protection for a child was restored but was 
accompanied by the agony of knowing she was a mother to her stepfather’s child. Her  
relationship with her grandmother served as a meaningfully positive teaching force she 
desperately needed and deserved to survive. Grandmother’s lifestyle made sense through 
the visibility of “a functional relationship” and a functional family that eluded P3 in 
childhood. Grandmother’s relationship with her significant other modeled efficacy and 
hope of a man and a woman working together. “It wasn’t about what she made or how 
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much he made, it was how [they took what they] made and put it into the family.” Within 
the existential of spatiality, grandmother’s home was an environment where clarity 
pertaining to gender roles and values regarding gender ideals were cultivated. For P3, her 
firm sense of independence as a woman has roots in the life her grandmother led, 
“[Grandmother] went to work every day, she got up and went to work. She probably 
could have got some food-stamps, she never did because she worked for what she had…I 
don’t need a man to do nothing for me but [be intimate] with me and I can pay for that.” 
A very physically abusive relationship with a significant other added to P3’s 
history of emotional trauma and crystallized her belief that functionality in relationships 
has more significance than balance between men and women. The strength and courage 
to move away from the abusive relationship enhanced her sense of self and opened doors 
to more fruitful and fulfilling relations. The development of a clearer personal ideology 
of gender would emerge, “ [A man goes] to work, [a woman] could go to work too. [A 
man does] the laundry...[he] goes shopping…[he] works too. It’s not mine’s is mine, 
yours is yours.”  She believes firmly in the mutual acceptance of shared responsibilities 
between men and women. Life, heretofore, had been too painful to understand fully the 
meaning of gender. The debilitating abuse and ensuing emotions she had lived with early 
in her life were barriers to discernment. “I’m learning some things now, but childhood 
wasn’t functional at all.”  
 
THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF CLASS  
Class in this study is defined as the manner in which the participants view the 
financial circumstances in their families of origin. Class is also associated with personal 
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social practices, patterns and thoughts as well as how society positions participants 
according to income.  
P1 - Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. Happiness in Childhood 
2. I Didn’t Feel Bad  
3. Meager Means Masked by Sacrifice 
4. Feeling Put Down  
5. Having Little Breeds Character   
 
The perception of class for P1 is understood in her experiences of happy 
childhood remembrances. Shopping trips for clothing and items for school are 
memorable. As a child, the family’s purchasing of used clothing was as much a highlight 
of life as if the clothing was new. The trips were great fun and filled the air with 
tremendous excitement. There were times when the family did shop at name brand stores, 
but this was considered special, a kind of extraordinary outing for the family, “a treat”. 
As an adult looking back, those trips engendered a genuine feeling of contentment. Life 
was lived in keeping with the modest financial means of her grandparents: 
“We didn’t go to name brand stores to pick up items. We went to the thrift shop. I 
was just as excited to get those hand-me-downs because my grandmother would 
always find the best clothes…I was happy.”  
Families of friends in the neighborhood were seemingly of similar financial 
means because no one dressed any differently than anyone else. There was no sense of 
class as bad or good as a child. Feelings about deprivation can only be assigned 
retrospectively. It was in getting older that a discernible sense of the family’s financial 
status could be understood and appreciated:  
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“They didn’t dress any better than me…and the families we came from never 
criticized anyone…I didn’t feel bad for not having some things that I later 
realized I should have had growing up.”  
 
There was little need for lots of “outside” clothing because P1 attended catholic 
school. Uniforms were worn daily. New uniforms would not be purchased each year, 
despite the fact that she was growing taller. There would be no new book bags until the 
current one was no longer useful: 
“What my grandmother did was take the hem out just to make[the dress] a little 
longer for me.” The same school bag was carried until it was worn to the point of 
not being able to hold books any longer.”  
There was great pride in P1’s grandmother styling her hair as a child, even though 
 her friends could afford to go to the hairdresser every two weeks. The kitchen was a 
regular place for this event. There was acceptance and fondness for this experience with 
grandmother: 
“I would sit in the kitchen. She would put the hot comb on the stove and press and 
curl my hair, but it was okay because I remember my barrettes and my little curl 
underneath my ponytail looked as good as everyone else’s.”  
A startling realization of the family’s financial struggles emerged when P1 could 
not continue on in catholic high school. She had attended catholic school from 
kindergarten to 8th grade. Her remaining years had to be completed in public high school, 
severing close friendships. This devastating change was manifested in anger. In later 
years, P1 came to understand that her early catholic education was made possible because 
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of her grandparents’ financial sacrifice:  
“I really felt a little bitter about that because everyone else went to a Catholic 
high school and I had to go to public school…but later to realize that they sent me 
to Catholic school because they made that sacrifice then, but now, they weren’t 
able to make that sacrifice any longer.”   
 
Distressed by the change in schools, poor conduct characterized P1’s first year of 
public school. It was the 9th grade. She became further dismayed when it appeared the 
students in public school were not on the same level as she was academically. There was 
now discernment about the difference in clothing and in hairstyles of the other students. 
The year was a difficult period characterized by P1 as a struggle: 
“I started showing out…my pants don’t look like [my friends’] pants…your hair 
doesn’t look like my hair. That’s when I started feeling that I was put down…I 
suffered from peer pressure because of my little hand-me-downs. I used to be 
proud of them.” 
Appreciation of her upbringing in a low-income household led to the development 
of a positive judgment for what P1 had experienced. It provided a perspective for 
relishing the past as well as the present: 
“I’m glad that the finances were like that so I could appreciate where I come 
from and appreciate where I’m at now.”   
In becoming a mother at 15, accepting welfare was inevitable. A baby boy needed 
to be cared for with such meager funds. It was crucial that the allotment lasted the better 
part of two weeks until the next check was disbursed. Lessons were taken from the 
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experience of growing up on limited income and in having to learn to manage the small 
welfare payments as a teen mother. These experiences, along with caring for a baby as a 
teen, instilled a deep desire toward employment when the time was appropriate. Once of 
age, employment had become a close friend: 
“ I had gotten pregnant at 14 so at the time I did get on public assistance to take 
care of my baby boy. It was just $123.00. I can remember that check like it was 
yesterday…I had to make sure that money was going to last as close to weeks 
until the next time I was able to get [another check]…Each summer I had a little 
job, but when I got out of school I went straight and got a job.” 
P1 believes society determines class level. She is not attuned to the specific 
economic category she is in. Income and her financial struggles seem to indicate society 
views her as being in the lower levels of middle class:   
“I don’t know where society thinks of me as being with my finances, where they 
consider me, but I know I’m not poor, but I know I do struggle, but just below 
middle class.” 
P1 - Individual Structural Description 
 
 The structures of P1’s experience of class are comprised of a range of emotions 
and discoveries and are expressed in relation to time, relations with others, and in her 
sense of self. 
Childhood is a time of indiscernible meaning of the phenomenon of class for P1. 
Class is not experienced in the mind of a child but requires retrospection for an 
understanding of its fundamental properties. In looking back, family practices and 
activities become more understandable in relation to income level. It is not very easy to 
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determine class, “I don’t know what society thinks of me as being with my finances…I 
know I’m not poor, but I know I do struggle.” Time in relation to class is turned into 
positive memories during one period of life and shameful experiences during another. 
During childhood, there is an innocence of class, a happy period, a time of ecstasy free of 
judgment about where your clothing comes from, what you wear, and who does your 
hair. In light of this, growing up amid low socio-economic circumstances was full of 
happiness and fun where there were no barometers for feeling bad for not having much. 
The age of adolescent discernment brings forth an awareness of low-socio-economic 
family status and serves as a painful revelation for P1. The once proud to own hand-me-
downs and homemade hairstyles in the face of peers are experienced as humiliation, a 
personal “put down”, and shameful evidence of a new world of difference associated 
with income level and class. 
In relation to others, as a child P1 found a sense of likeness and acceptance in 
friends living in the same neighborhood, dressing similarly, and attending the same 
schools. The happy, carefree time of her youth would suddenly vanish when the financial 
circumstances changed for her grandparents. Life was transformed from happy to a world 
of disappointments and longing for the way things used to be. P1 was compelled to 
depart from the old and the familiar friendships to new and cold alliances that would 
judge her hand-me-downs and her homemade hairdos. Life was miserable, unfair, and 
she was not measuring up. It was a distressing and unloving period in her life as she 
searched for ways to handle the pain of so many changes and challenges taking place 
simultaneously. Busyness described her youth and a new intimate relationship brought 
forth her first child. She would learn later that the change in her grandparents financial 
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circumstances served to unmask the sacrifice they had made for many years in paying her 
catholic school tuition. The sacrifice could not be sustained by her family and was only 
fully understood and greatly respected as a sacrifice in P1’s adult years.  
A mature self was emerging that could understand retrospectively the impact of 
economics on life. For P1, part of her sense of self lies in the development of responsible 
character that comes from living and watching grandparents do so much with the little 
they had. The years of happiness and fun, sacrifice and generosity, love and nurturing  
have nothing in common with socio-economics, but serve as appreciative elements of 
experience that have renewed her spirit in adulthood.  
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P2 - Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. We Didn’t Have Anything 
2. I Didn’t Know Any Better  
3. Learning What Life Has to Offer 
4. Shame is Learned  
5. I’ll Never Get Public Assistance, I’ll Never Get a Handout 
 
The experience of class for P2 is varied and has its most memorable roots in 
several stages of her childhood. As a young child, the family did not have much in the 
way of income, but there are clear memories of being adequately cared for. The basic 
needs of family members were met and there was a general feeling of well-being: 
“We didn’t have anything, but I didn’t realize it because my needs were met...I 
ate everyday. I had clothes on my back…we had heat, electricity. We had all the 
basic needs, so as far as I was concerned, we were okay.”    
The realization that P2 was living with limited family income came at the 
adolescent stage of life and in looking back over her life there were thoughts of 
amazement in discovering this. Clothing was a personal and cultural indicator during 
P2’s childhood and peers were the standard bearers for what was fashionable. The 
innocence of childhood shielded her from such worldly ideas. It was impossible to know 
any better until she became older and was taunted he about her clothing: 
“Wow, I wore K-Mart jeans where my friends wore designer jeans or we had 
hand-me-downs or when the girls at school teased me because I wore the same 2 
pair of pants to school every other day. I didn’t know any better. Now, looking 
back, you know, I’m like, ‘wow, we really didn’t have anything.”  
Growing older meant that there was greater awareness of personal economic 
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circumstances. Many issues that had to do with income became a part of P2’s thinking 
process. The thought of not being able to afford college was one such issue and initially 
of concern to P2. Life’s possibilities became more visible beyond her personal world. 
Thoughts of her family income came to the fore and pointed to an awareness about the 
nature and meaning of income and ultimately connecting limited economic resources to 
her mother: 
“…when I went off to go to college, I’m like, ‘Oh, I’m not gonna be able to go to 
college…we don’t have the money to put me in college or, I can’t afford to pay a 
loan. I didn’t have to worry about a loan, we got PELL grants because we had 
absolutely nothing whatsoever. We were considered lower class but I didn’t know 
any better because my basic needs were being met and as I got older and learned 
more about what life has to offer, I began to realize that my mother really didn’t 
have anything and to take it one step further…all my life…my mother was on 
public assistance… my mom only went to about the 8th or 9th grade. She got 
pregnant with me and that was it.” 
As an older youth, the nature of P2’s surroundings became more discerning. The 
housing complex she and her family resided in was for low-income families. The 
households were headed mostly by mothers. There was seemingly a shared economic 
status: 
 “Where we grew up everybody that lived there, for the most part, their parents 
didn’t work…dad wasn’t in the house, it was just mom and everybody was getting 
public assistance.”  
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Embarrassment emerged as an emotion around limited economic resources. 
Ashamed of the housing environment she lived in prompted her to direct her friends to 
enter the complex in ways that conspicuously avoided the sight of a poorly kept road that 
would be associated with the nature of a public housing complex:  
As I got to the age where I started …having friends that could drive, I’d tell 
them…park around the front because the front was so much nicer.” 
Another embarrassing and distressing experience was encountered at age 17 that 
proved to be a pivotal experience regarding the notion of class for P2. A visiting 
boyfriend overheard her brother ask about their mother’s welfare check. The boyfriend 
taunted her about the check and stopped seeing her shortly after the incident. This was a 
disappointing and painful experience. It was a time of reflection around family income 
and a diminished sense of self appeared as she compared her family financial profile to 
that of her friend’s family: 
“I was, like, really, really embarrassed…because [he] was somebody I was trying 
to impress. So I think that was one of the first eye opening experiences that I 
really had as far as class and us not having anything because he lost interest in 
me after that…he came from a family [where] his mom and dad was in the 
household. They owned their own home. The parents worked…he came from 
stability and financial security and I really didn’t.” 
Disappointed by this experience and lacking control over her family’s financial 
situation, P2 denounced welfare and scorned those who received it, believing they are 
lazy and unmotivated. Powerful thoughts of her own future financial circumstances were 
formed, vowing to never allow welfare to be a defining factor in her life:   
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“And then it turned me against people who were getting public assistance. I seen 
all them as lazy, don’t wanna do nothing…all I know is you get welfare, you get 
food stamps, you’re lazy…and then as far as myself was concerned, I took the 
attitude I’ll never get public assistance. I’ll never take a handout from anybody. 
If I don’t have, I won’t let nobody know. I’ll rob Peter to pay Paul. I’ll find a way 
to make it happen.”  
The development of a consciousness of class or economic position for P2 is 
attached to painful and revealing circumstances that helped shape her understanding. 
P2 - Individual Structural Description 
The structures that make up P2’s experience of class and evoke painful memories, 
emotions, and penetrating thoughts are attached to time, relations with others, and a sense 
of self. 
The experience of class cannot be fully appreciated until one is of an age to 
understand and recognize its indicators. The innocence of childhood is a shroud by which 
it is difficult to discern the realities of class or socio-economics. It can only be seen and 
appreciated retrospectively, looking back through time from a lens of maturity. Much 
becomes visible from this perspective. It was a time devoid of worry and a time of 
contentment. No one explains class to a child. How is the mind of a child even able to 
grasp that a family doesn’t have anything, how is a child able to know any better about 
the circumstances under which she is reared?  
A time emerges when the socio-economic past becomes clear and the mind, 
having developed beyond childhood, reconstructs the experience. The senses converge to 
make new meaning about life, past and present. The eyes are opened. Life was essentially 
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poor and limiting for P2. As she grew older peers noticed economic deficiencies and 
were unkind. Life rendered no luxuries, nothing extravagant, but these things were not 
missed as a young child. Expectations that accompany young adulthood were threatened 
because they require monetary resources the family did not have. Eventually, the adult 
mind becomes attuned to the vastness of life against the modest means of family. 
Growing older and reaching independence offer hope for the acquisition of greater means 
and the hope and pride of a different lifestyle. 
The seeking of meaning and understanding of life with so little growing up is 
turned toward P2’s relations with others. Mother had absolutely nothing, so children had 
absolutely nothing. The financial situation was stagnant, unyielding, and virtually 
unchangeable. Mother’s 9th grade education and early childbearing were permitted as 
impediments to greater earning. Change is only going to come when P2 would become 
old enough to earn for herself. Amid the realization of low income, there was never a 
sense of neglect. Mother triumphed as a provider and made a comfortable home for 
family, if nothing else. 
Being shunned by friends because she was of low socio-economic status was a 
sad and painful experience for P2. A feeling of being dehumanized had overcome her and 
was difficult to accept. It was enormously shaming when it was extremely important for 
her to make a favorable impact on a friend she wanted to impress and his judgmental 
stance ended the relationship. Shame becomes learned and an uninvited and unenviable 
element. The experiences serve as a sobering awakening for P2 who, coming from a low-
income family, learned life’s possibilities spread beyond her small neighborhood. The 
experience provides clear perspective for the emergence of a new and powerful sense of 
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self that scoffs at a lack of ambition in others and vows to overstep accepting a low- 
income status. 
P3 – Individual Textural Description       
General Themes 
 
1. No Clear Indicators 
2. Material Items are Determinant  
3. Personally Constructed 
 
The experience of class for P3 is one characterized less by personal income and 
living arrangements and more by the social norms of a community.  
The class level of an individual cannot not be determined by his or her 
neighborhood or the nature of the housing one resides in. It is not a given that public 
housing is an indicator of poverty. There are those who live in public housing and are 
gainfully employed.  
“I believe that even if you live in North Philly, that does not mean that you’re 
below poverty. Even if you live in the projects, I don’t believe you’re below 
poverty. Just because your housing is low-income...you could have a really good 
job…my grandmother …worked and strived and struggled and she did live middle 
class…” 
The experience of class for P3 was dramatically associated with material items.  
The ability to acquire the latest fashions was a sure sign of fortune in the eyes of those in 
her community. Name brand items provided a sense of doing well and prevented 
castigation by peers that accompanied living in poverty. P3’s experience of dressing 
materially served as a protection against feelings of humiliation in being labeled as poor 
and put down by peers:  
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“We’ve always had all the newest items that came [out], all the fads…My mom 
was real materialistic, so I don’t know what it’s like not to have…The latest fad 
might be Pro-Keds or Gloria Vanderbilt jeans, so if you had those things [people] 
didn’t look at you like you were poverty and they were middle class because you 
had the same things that they had…I was in that category cause my mom did get 
food stamps. We did live in North Philly…but material things allowed me to 
[avoid feeling] like the people who didn’t have material things…like she’s a bum, 
[she] lives in North Philly, ain’t got [nothing].”  
The notion of employment with fringe benefits carries great esteem for P3. People 
who work are categorized by P3 as middle class and are thought of in positive terms. 
Reliance on public assistance is tantamount to poverty and it is a conscious choice made 
by some to be unproductive. P3’s belief that an individual can work for whatever he/she 
wants is a byproduct of what she experienced living with her grandmother:  
“Middle class to me, per se, is people that work, have a nice job, just want some 
benefits …whereas somebody who is lower class, they want to get a welfare 
[check] and work as a barmaid. That’s what I call poverty, people that just stay 
home and collect welfare and get all these food stamps and want to live in [public 
housing]…people being lazy…my grandmother didn’t do that. She went to work 
everyday…she worked for what she had.”  
P3 - Individual Structural Description 
 
The structures that permeate P3’s experience of class evoke personal thoughts and 
feelings relative to defining class and are expressed in relation to time, in relations with 
others, and spatiality. 
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In reference to time, P3’s experience of class is most meaningful during her 
adolescent years growing up in a designated low-income community. Class was difficult 
to define precisely. No one placed emphasis on societal definitions of class during her 
youth. This was an entity defined spatially, by a community. It was what the community 
thought about it and not society. There were people who worked and also lived in low-
income housing. There were people who didn’t work, yet poverty was not easily revealed 
in them. During P3’s youth, the best way to determine a peer’s class was to examine what 
they owned, their clothing and footwear, especially. There was no adherence to clear 
indicators or neat categories that people might be assigned to from a societal standpoint. 
Class in relations with others was more of an emotionally charged issue for P3. 
She was judged based on the material items she possessed. Her home and neighborhood 
mattered little. A materialistic mother saved her from the cruel labels so easily handed 
out by other youth, “She’s a bum, [she] lives in [a low-income community], ain’t got 
[nothing].”  P3 was a living example of this phenomenon. She fell into the category of 
people who were thought to be middle-class, which, when based on family income they 
were not, “…my mom did get food-stamps. We did live in [a low income community] but 
material things allowed me to [avoid feeling] like the people who didn’t have the 
materialistic things.”  Designer fashions erased all evidence of poverty, not the earning 
of an average income. “As long as you could wear what [other students] could 
wear…then it was no such thing as …poverty.” For P3, people can construct their own 
ideals of class. Her grandmother was effective at doing so, “She worked, and struggled, 
and strived and she did live middle class…She worked hard for what she had.”  For P3, 
her experience has been that people choose to live lower class, “…people that just stay 
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home and collect welfare and get all these food stamps and want to live in [public 
housing]…people being lazy…my grandmother did not do that.” P3’s beliefs and 
thoughts are that people can do better than to accept poverty or a low-income status. 
 
THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF SINGLE PARENTING 
Single parenting in this study is defined as the experience of raising children 
without a father figure in the home full time to support the rearing process. The definition 
also encompasses the notion that during the time the participants’ children were involved 
in the juvenile justice system, there was not a father figure consistently in the home.     
P1 - Individual Textural Description  
General Themes 
 
1. It Was Rough 
2. Hope for a Father 
3. Managing Discipline 
4. The Role of Provider Comes first  
5. The Need to Escape 
 
The single parent experience for P1 was one of overwhelming responsibility, a 
seemingly unending struggle of rearing several boys as a single parental authority.  
Raising her two sons and three brothers who were relatively close in age presented near 
unbearable challenges. Frequent visits to their schools dominated her obligations in their 
younger years and in the passage of time as they reached their teen years she was 
compelled to make frequent visits to juvenile court and detention centers.   
“Being a single parent was rough for me…I had to carry the weight of everything. 
In raising my two children, raising my brothers, all of that was on me…it was 
rough just running back and forth to schools. If I wasn’t going to one classroom, I 
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was going to another classroom. And then when they became teenagers I was 
going to the jailhouses or the courthouses. So being a single parent was rough for 
me. It was a struggle just trying to raise all those boys.” 
The level of responsibility and energy that was so necessary to be where it was 
important to be on the children’s behalf and to insure their basic needs were being met 
was powerfully distressing: 
“It was just rough…just being there for all of them. Just trying to meet all of their 
needs was just, it was rough for me.” 
Marriage was seen as an important institution for P1. Growing up with a father 
figure and believing a father for the children would lessen some of the early burdens she 
faced, she got married. This was short lived and the relationship never materialized as the 
support for her sons and herself that she envisioned: 
“I did get married at 23 in hopes of giving my children and my brothers a 
daddy…It only lasted a year.” 
The children’s serious conduct at home and school demanded that disciplinary 
measures become a primary focus. P1 contemplated two methods of discipline, non- 
physical punishments and physical beatings. Eventually, the physical beatings became 
more common and this served as a source of regret for P1. This was ineffective and she 
believes the beatings exacerbated their difficulties. There is some level of regret for P1 in 
having carried out the corporal punishment. There were feelings that maybe she was too 
demanding of them. At the heart of the physical punishment was her hope that the 
children’s behavior would change and they would become better students. She found it  
too difficult to change their behavior:  
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 “I would whip those boys’ butts. I would tear their butts up. I don’t think it 
helped. I think it made them tougher. As I think back now, I would have stuck to 
punishments. I should not have done the beatings…I was hard on them, wanting 
them to do better, wanting them to achieve but it is hard.” 
 
The tremendous responsibility of childrearing meant coming to terms with 
priorities as a single mother. In prioritizing, P1’s personal style of childrearing would be 
in keeping with the role of provider. Functioning as the children’s provider was of the 
utmost importance. Earning a living to be able to afford the costs of meeting their needs 
came first and was carried out. Everything else was second nature, including the display 
of affection toward the children: 
“When I started having my own children, I didn’t touch them a lot. I was more 
like trying to be their provider. I’m going to go out and I’m going to make sure 
the bills are paid. I’m going to make sure you got clothes on your back. I’ll cook 
if I have to, and I did, but I didn’t like it but I was that provider.” 
The expression of love in P1’s family of origin was not symbolized very much 
through the act of touching. Love was expressed mostly through the act of giving and 
was profoundly experienced as love. In her own family any opportunity for such 
expressions of affection were lost in the process of constant discipline and in the absence 
of a precedent for such expression in her family of origin: 
“I didn’t do a lot of hugging with them because I spent a lot of time fussing at 
them…We didn’t hug in my family. I knew my grandparents loved me to death, 
that whatever they could give me, they would give it to me, but we didn’t touch 
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and so I didn’t take that with me.”  
The extreme stress that characterized P1’s experiences as a single mother 
culminated in a need for her to find a way to escape. Amid the pressures of raising 
several boys on her own, the use of substances was experienced as a measure of peace. 
This lasted for a period of a few years and was running concurrently with the more 
serious behavioral difficulties her sons began to face.      
“I started using drugs, I started smoking reefer. I started drinking. That was my 
outlet…  I didn’t need to go into recovery or anything like that, but it was my 
peace…it felt good to me. I think after that [the boys] started being placed.” 
P1 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures inherent in P1’s single parent experience distill vivid memories of 
stressful and overwhelming levels of responsibility and are expressed in relation to self, 
relations with others, time, and spatiality.  
The lived experience of single parenting for P1 emerges as a world whose 
existence was characterized most fully as the isolated self, the feeling of dwelling alone 
in an abyss of responsibility. It was very different from the world she grew up in. Two 
grandparents together managed the difficult problems that were a manifestation of her 
youth, but the responsibility of her own children’s troubles was hers alone. There was no 
one to assist in making things right in her home with the children. Searching for that 
missing element that could bring comfort and peace from the rough experience of 
parenting provided some hope, hope for a partner to share in the incredible 
responsibilities, hope for a father for the children to emulate, hope for the restoration of 
some semblance of the existence she once knew as a child, “I did get married at 23 in 
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hopes of giving my children and my brothers a daddy…it only lasted a year.”  Her search 
was in all the wrong places, looking for love, looking for peace, looking for acceptance. 
All were elusive in their true form as enjoyment and escape from the trying times of 
parenthood. The period of self-indulgence in drugs and drink served as a temporary 
masquerade of the love, peace, and acceptance she sought. It was what she did “to make 
[herself] feel better.” 
Regarding self in relation to others, it was largely important for P1 to view her 
single parent role as that of a provider above any other role. She would surely meet every 
fundamental need of her children. There was time and emotional stamina for this, but not 
much time for anything else. She did what was necessary to do and there was time for 
little else in this struggle. This job was far too stressful and far too busy to dwell on 
affection or hugging as a display of love when it was not indicative of love in her 
upbringing. Her “grandparents did not touch.” Her grandparents loved her to death. Her 
family did not hug, but love was felt deep within the soul. Hugging was not an entity that 
was missed and the children were no worse off because of its absence. Affection rendered 
with regularity amid the incessant responsibility of single parenting was virtually 
impossible. The time for hugging was taken up by the frustration of the children’s 
behavior and in the constant fussing there was no time for hugging, “…they kept me so 
upset most of the time I didn’t feel like hugging them anyway.” Love would have to be 
shown to the children in her giving. “ My children know I love them but we just didn’t 
touch a lot. They know I love them.” Her children knew her love. 
The time the children spent misbehaving was unending. The five boys appeared to 
have taken turns acting out, “If it wasn’t one, it was the other”, so as to fill any given day 
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or period with the need for intervention, “I would whip those boys’ butts. I would tear 
their butts up.” Managing discipline was a challenge that felt like a lifetime. It was both 
confusing and exhausting. It is often hard to know what to do, what is going to be 
effective in eliminating poor conduct. The behavior continued and as a result, P1 was 
introduced to many new faces and professionals with titles in different places outside the 
home. Schools and courtrooms were environments that came to be known well to the 
single mother. Interfacing with teachers repeatedly was a responsibility she accepted and 
carried out. The frequent teachers meetings were grueling and added to the already 
overwhelming task of parenting. As the children grew older, courtrooms took the place of 
classrooms, prisons took the place of detention centers. It was an ongoing “…struggle 
just trying to raise all those boys.”  
P-2 Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. Family Support 
2. Self Sacrifice  
3. Parental Identity  
4. Parental Competence 
5. Guilty of Being a Single Parent 
6. Togetherness in Love 
 
The challenge of single parenting for P-2 was made manageable by the 
willingness of extended family members to care for her children when she needed respite 
from the stressors of parenting. The privilege of family support was in place upon the 
birth of her first child and remained consistent up to the time the children reached young 
adulthood. Family members took the children readily upon P2’s request. Parenting 
continued to be a struggle as P2 attempted to manage the behavior of her children who 
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would often engage in serious disputes. Life without the breaks in parenting was 
unimaginable:   
“I have been fortunate in that I received a lot of help. I have always been able to 
make a phone call and say I need a break. Pretty much out of my womb 
until…about when my son was 18, I’ve always had somebody I can say ‘help’. I 
don’t know what I would have done without it. It has still been a struggle. I don’t 
know what I would have done without it. I’m playing referee, I’m trying to keep 
them from killing each other. 
 
Patience, sacrifice, and role changes were necessary qualities in parenting for P2. 
There are numerous responsibilities in the caring of children, but keeping them occupied 
was a priority:    
“When they didn’t have anyone to play with I had to be their friend. I had to sit 
there and watch Rugrats when I didn’t want to watch Rugrats because I’m busy 
trying to do everything else.” 
The experience of parenting often caused P2 to question who she was in relation 
to raising her children. She longed to return to some semblance of a social life. The 
responsibility of single parenting allowed little time for self-expression. These were the 
times when family members were most supportive in providing emotional relief for P2 in 
taking the children off her hands temporarily. This was an opportunity to regain a 
positive sense of self and a proper focus for parenting effectively. Remembering the two 
wonderfully meaningful lives she brought into the world provided the proper mental 
rebound that the children were of primary importance:   
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“I feel like somewhere along the way I lost part of me. I stopped being ‘T’ 
because I’m like, all right, I have 2 children, I have to be all about them. So 
everything became focused on my children. For a while my life shut down. I 
couldn’t do anything whatsoever and that would be the time I’d make a phone 
call and say I need a break, can you come get them…That would give me a day, 
sometimes 2 days or a couple of hours to get refocused, to get grounded”. 
The erratic behavior of the children often made it difficult to manage them. The 
advantage of family support may have hampered her ability to find long-term solutions to 
their behavior problems. Retrospectively, P2 questioned her handling of the children’s 
issues, wishing she had exercised different interventions around disciplinary measures:  
“Sometimes my children would do things that I felt like I didn’t know how to 
handle. If I could do it differently, I wouldn’t have picked up the phone as many 
times as I did. I don’t want to say I was passing them off on other people, but I 
think that there were times when I should have tried a little harder for resolution 
or I should have stuck to my guns when I said ‘go to your room.” 
The experience of becoming a single mother invokes for P2 a sense of guilt in the 
choice to parent alone. The inability to provide for her children more fully as a single 
parent fostered self-doubt. She often pondered whether the role of single parent was 
honorable and worthy enough of the lives she brought into the world:  
“I just think that maybe I am guilty of being a single parent, guilty of not being 
able to do everything that I would like to do for them”. 
There were specific times for P2 in the rearing of her children that signaled great 
joy in being with them. Those were the times of meaningful warmth and affection they 
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shared together. She taught them love must be expressed on a regular basis: 
“I loved being with them all the time. We didn’t go to bed in our house without 
saying ‘Goodnight, I love you’. ”  
 
P2 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures that permeate P2’s lived experience of single parenting evoke both 
warm and challenging feelings and thoughts and are expressed in relation to time, 
relations with others, and in relation to self. 
The notion of time as a source for structural understanding of the single parent 
experience is revealed in events of the past when P2’s offspring were young children. 
The support of extended family in caring for the children periodically and in times of 
great stress for P2 was experienced as an advantage and privilege. The bright moments of 
family support were the times of great relief. These were moments of opportunities for 
self-reflection and self-restoration to begin anew the single parent quest, which never 
ended but was made bearable by the assistance of family. These times of respite were 
magical, available at a moment’s notice, a mere call away from needed sanctuary. The 
children’s fighting was intense, disturbing and confusing. It was often too difficult to 
control their conflict. The discipline process was a weakness for P2 and her perceived 
ineffectiveness a precursor to frustration. There was the hope of family in these 
distressing times, a lifeboat, a breather, a rescuing from the periodic mental anguish  
associated with P2’s experience of single parenting.   
For P2 relations with others as a single parent involved both challenges and self- 
sacrifice in rearing her children. The struggle of single parenting was inherent in nature.  
“I got breaks here and there, but at the end of the day, I was still the one trying to make 
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things happen, trying to do everything.” The times of respite were not continuous, so 
strife was in inevitable. Sacrifices had to be made. The things of life had to be carried out 
when there was no joy in carrying them out. The responsibilities and obligations 
regarding her children were numerous and arduous. The demands were great and the list 
of things to do was long. There was homework, doctor’s visits, playing pretend playmate 
in watching the children’s favorite television shows, playing Nintendo games, cooking in 
between commercials, and playing referee in the middle of a fight. Mental and physical 
exhaustion was inevitable in her relations with the children. The way seemed lost and the 
desire to search for the independent, carefree, motherless young woman of the past 
surfaced, “I kind of felt like for a while my life shut down, I couldn’t do anything 
whatsoever…” P2’s supportive relations with family served as the bridge of restoration 
and focus in insuring the well-being and love of her children.  
There are the tender moments of parenting in relations with the children. When 
the difficult day is done, there are remnants of P2’s hard work shining through. A 
mother’s lessons take hold. The love she holds deep inside often spills out in the 
children’s expressions. For a fleeting moment the struggle and loneliness of single 
parenting disappear. The product of parenting takes charge. It is in the quiet of the 
evening, just before bedtime. There is a remembrance of how she loves being in the 
company of the children all the time. The children forget about their differences. No 
night passes in this house without the expression of an essential value P2 taught the 
children. The value of the love of family emerges in a few simple words, “Goodnight, I 
love you, mom….”    
In relation to self, the experience of single parenting for P2 invoked feelings of 
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guilt, parental incompetence, and identity issues. For P2, parenting is “being able to do 
everything that I would like to do for them.” As a single parent, it was difficult to meet 
this personal demand. Certainly their needs were met, but children deserve a life beyond 
needs. It is an important feature of parenting and at the heart of the very nature of a 
child’s being. Children often desire to have all their eyes can focus upon. It was a 
personal barometer for measuring how happy P2 could make her children. The inability 
to give them everything distilled self- doubt. It felt bad. It had caused questions to form 
around the decision to parent alone.  
Self in relation to competent parenting for P2 was experienced mostly during 
those times of conflict between the children. Managing the children’s conflicts was too 
distressing. It was far better and easier to request a family member take the children for a 
time. The break was appreciated but it did not permit the parental growth so necessary for 
effectively managing the next dispute and the one after that. Parental growth is essential. 
It fosters feelings of competency. “There were times when I should have tried a little 
harder…stuck to my guns when I said, ‘go to your room’.”  
For P2, the demands of parenting were so enormous at times that the new identity 
of a young single parent clashed with the former identity involving the care of only 
herself. Parenting meant no turning back to being “T”. She was losing a part of her old 
self, a part she never intended to lose, a part once so essential to her existence. 
Unhappiness began to emerge in the possibility of losing who she once was. The 
willingness and opportunity to refocus on the truly important things in life, like the need 
to get back to raising her children, provided clarity, purpose and acceptance of the new 
identity as single mother. The new identity found common ground with the old. Parenting 
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was more important than anything. 
P3 - Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. Shame and Guilt 
2. I Need Structure for Myself to be Able to Give Them Structure 
3. Abuse as a Parenting Override 
4. The Struggle  
 
The experience of single parenting for P3 began as one of extraordinary pain, 
shame, guilt and confusion. Sexually molested by her stepfather at a young age, this 
abuse produced a child for her at the age of 14 years. This propelled her into 
unfathomable humiliation and despair and a need to hide the truth of motherhood because 
of its double meaning for her.  
“For me, [single parenting’s] a lot of shame and guilt because you don’t want 
people to know that your son’s father is his grandfather…You begin to grow up 
hiding, wearing many masks…Some days I can’t deal with the emotions. ”    
 
The meaning of being a parent eluded P3 in the early years of her son’s life. The 
emotional trauma that ensued following her sexual abuse was exacerbated by a physically 
abusive relationship. The notion of parenting was too complex and there was no one to 
correct her dysfunctional lifestyle brought to bear by the adults around her. When 
structure and a more functional life emerged she was able to have moments of knowing 
what parenting was truly meant to be: 
“I did what a normal parent would do, cook, clean, and get [beaten]… In the 
beginning I didn’t know what [parenting] was like…]… but I can say when I had 
structure, I was able to instill some morals and principles [in the children], and 
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that’s what I liked about it. But I needed to have structure for myself first to be 
able to give them some structure…somebody that was willing to teach [me] what 
they already know…We ate every night at the same time, the door was locked 
every night at the same time, everybody was in bed at the same time…Functional 
means to be together, to communicate, to have structure.” 
The devastation of suffering a multiplicity of abuses resulted in detachment from 
her personal feelings of making a home for her children and of being abused. This 
detachment from feelings and emotions was experienced as normal. For a time her mind 
began to work this way to shield her from her trauma and yet deprive her from knowing 
life fully and richly as a mother:   
You didn’t feel cause you thought that’s what it was like. It was no feeling. Your 
mind was trained to [believe] this is how it is, this is how it goes…I didn’t know 
what it was like to live, because I didn’t live.”   
 
As a single mother, P3 came to describe life as being a struggle. There were 
important fundamental lessons the children needed to be taught to live their lives without 
difficulty. Doing it alone was nearly impossible. It would be better accomplished with 
two parents.    
“The struggle was…being able to let [the children] know right from 
wrong…there’s ways, morals, and principles and the struggle is being a single 
mother but still trying to do the things that a mother and father would do. In some 
cases it’s impossible.”  
P3 – Individual Structural Description 
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The structures that permeate P3’s lived experience of single parenting evoke 
devastatingly painful, shameful and sensitive memories and are expressed in relation to 
time, in relations with others and in relation to self. 
Time as a structure of experience for P3 encompasses a period marked by her 
sexual abuse leading to the birth of a son at age 14. This is a period characterized by 
extreme shame and guilt upon a mind too fragile and underdeveloped to understand what 
was to come as it relates to parenting. The time period is representative of so much agony 
that it is often too emotionally painful for P3 to revisit discussion related to the abuse. 
The notion of parenting was so very close to the abuse. For P3, parenting was not about 
the birth and ensuing care of a beautiful baby boy, it was about the castigation and shame 
she believed others would place on her. “Did you hear what she said, she said her mom’s 
husband was her son’s father. Oh my Gosh…”.  The years to come were spent in an 
emotional hiding place, a blocking of consciousness that prohibited sound preparation for 
an emotionally healthy motherhood.  
Relations with others represented a continuation of pain for many years to come. 
This meant periodically facing her mother and stepfather who were responsible for both 
her abuse and raising her son until she finished school. As a parent on her own, P3 
struggled with the demands of an unfulfilling and abusive relationship that overshadowed 
her responsibilities as a parent, “The parenting, I can’t really say much because I did 
what a normal parent would do, cook, clean and get [beaten].  The dysfunction she was 
exposed to all of her life would become the norm for her own relationship and in rearing 
her children. The abuse became unbearable and the “shame and guilt” she associated 
with parenting would now transcend two traumatic life occurrences. The words “He’s a 
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good provider. You should hold on to him” made P3 a prisoner to grandmother’s 
wisdom. Her grandmother’s death signaled a release, a new beginning. She would not 
have to face a disregard for the misguided wisdom of one who loved and nurtured her 
during a difficult childhood. She gained hope in the thought of returning to school so she 
could care for her family. “I chose to leave.”  A new relationship offered hope, 
functionality and structure that she would learn from and to begin to try to live a more 
fruitful life.  
In relation to self, P3 was attuned to her multiple needs as a parent. She had not 
been reared in functional and productive ways that would permit her to bring such 
qualities into her own family. Normal was a state of being beaten, to accept as 
appropriate physical abuse as long as there was financial responsibility on part of her 
significant other. My daughter’s dad, he always beat me, and I stayed with him for 9 
years, because I didn’t know that that wasn’t right…I’d seen it with my mom…if you 
don’t cook the man breakfast on time, and he get up, you gonna get [whipped] for 
that…all because he brought the paycheck home.” She could offer the children very little 
in the way of guidance and direction. She desperately wanted the guidance and direction 
that eluded her as a child so she could be of value to her children and meet their needs 
accordingly. “I need structure for myself to be able to give them structure.” Single 
parenting was a never-ending struggle and experienced as her struggle alone. She wanted 
nothing more in the world than to be a regular mom, without all the emotional baggage, 
capable of teaching her children important “morals and principles” that make a mother’s 
job so necessary, meaningful and rewarding.  
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THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF JUVENILE JUSTICE/CHILD 
MALADJUSTMENT 
 
Juvenile justice system/child maladjustment is defined in this study as the 
experiences encountered while participants’ children were being supervised and detained 
as a result of delinquent activity. A second component of this definition pertains to 
parental descriptions of their own efforts to understand issues of causality underlying the 
adjustment difficulties their children experienced. 
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P 1 - Individual Textural Description  
General Themes 
 
1. Embarrassing and Disheartening 
2. Taking it Personally  
3. Where Did I Fail Him  
4. Believing the System to be the Savior 
 
The lived experience of the juvenile justice system for P-1 is characterized by a 
series of personal challenges from the perspective of a parent to the expectations of the 
system, itself.  
Having a son who was involved in the juvenile justice system propelled P1 into a 
world of new challenges. This experience was difficult to accept and invoked shameful 
and disappointing emotions. 
“…that was very hard for me. To have to deal with the judicial system period was 
embarrassing, disheartening.” 
For P1, this was her son’s responsibility. His actions permitted the difficulty the 
family was facing. As his mother, there was an obligation to attend his court hearings and 
visit him while being detained by the authorities. This was degrading and mentally 
challenging. Those that work in the system exhibited no regard for her:  
“…that my son allowed himself to be put into that position to be locked down with 
no type of freedom whatsoever and then I have to be checked, monitored, take my 
arms up, take my shoes off and you know that was difficult for me…they don’t 
have respect for you.” 
       P1’s emotions were deep and profound regarding the connection between her 
financial situation and her son’s arrest. Her inability to provide beyond her son’s basic 
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needs dominated her thought processes. The important thing was to meet his fundamental 
needs. The extra things such as designer apparel, were simply not affordable. Even so, 
she felt profound guilt as a result of his troubles.  
“He had gotten arrested…and I immediately felt very guilty. I took that 
personally like I had to let him go out there because I wasn’t able to financially 
give him, I guess…I took care of his needs but I wasn’t able to take care of his 
wants. I guess with the way today’s society is you have so many people wearing 
all the name brands, clothing and sneakers and at that time, during those teenage 
years I was raising 5 teenagers. So I wasn’t able to go out and get all those name 
brands…I was able to get… what I could based on my means…and I just felt that, 
I don’t know, I felt like I failed him as a parent that I couldn’t do more.”  
Concern for the victim of her son’s offense exacerbated her guilt and was every 
bit as emotionally tormenting as the arrest itself. There were many questions she asked 
herself about the son she raised and her competency as a parent.  The experience was 
both unbelievable and confusing: 
“I took on the guilt that he actually could have hurt someone, you know, where 
did I fail him, this is my own guilt. I failed him or something I didn’t teach him. 
Why would you want to go out and put someone else’s life in danger? I couldn’t 
understand that.” 
P1’s hopes were in the system being able change her son’s behavior. The system 
with its resources and power would be able to reach him. They could help him turn his 
life around and set her son on a new path. Disappointingly, the system was ineffective in 
bringing about change: 
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 “I guess with my son being a part of the juvenile justice system, I just figured that 
they would be the savior. They would bring that light…the boy would do right, 
you know…he would see that this is not the way to live, to not be a criminal, but it 
never happened.”  
There was a discovery of mental health difficulties that were uncovered while in 
the juvenile justice system. Between the mental health issues and confinement, P1’s son 
had suffered an emotional breakdown. The help he received was not totally trustworthy 
in as much as the goal was more toward managing behavior: 
“We saw that there were some mental [health] issues that needed to be 
addressed. I think because of his confinement my son had a nervous breakdown. 
They don’t always put you on the right type of medication. They just overmedicate 
you to calm you down.” 
There was the experience of a caring probation officer assigned to P1’s son. Calls 
were made to P1 to monitor the youth’s behavior when he was at home. Those calls were 
an opportunity for P1 to communicate about his overall adjustment. The ability of P1 to 
call the officer and have her address her son’s issues as needed was reassuring and 
supportive: 
“My son did have a probation officer. She cared. She would call. I could call her 
and tell her when things weren’t going right with him and I needed her to address 
them.” 
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P1 - Individual Structural Description  
 
The structures that pervade P1’s experience of the juvenile justice system and 
child maladjustment evoke profound feelings and thoughts of disappointment, 
embarrassment and hardship in relation to self, time, others and spatiality. 
In relation to self, a structure of guilt and inadequacy as a parent pervaded P1’s 
feelings and thoughts regarding her son’s involvement in the juvenile system. This was 
an unsettling experience that continued to hammer away at her sense of competency in 
motherhood. There was vacillation from taking responsibility for her son’s troubles to 
returning responsibility to him for his own actions. Her thought processes were invaded 
by guilt feelings of not being financially able to provide for him some of the extra things 
in life beyond meeting his basic needs. Other kids were wearing the latest sneakers and 
fashionable clothing, but she could not afford this. “I wasn’t able to go out and get all of 
those name brands…I was able to get…what I could based on my means...I felt like I 
failed him as a parent that I couldn’t do more.” His actions were his own. His trouble 
was contradictory to her own respectable rearing by her loving grandparents. The 
questions lingered with increasing and profound emotions accompanying them. There 
were problems in school as a young boy, but the stormy adjustment during his school 
years seemed weathered. P1 raised him alone, but her own values were sufficient to 
influence him in positive ways. His needs were met, but perhaps his wants stood in the 
way. “I took that personally like I had let him go out there because I wasn’t able to…take 
care of the wants.” The painful notion of parental failure permeated her thoughts during 
those years and there it remains, in a time gone by, hidden, and tucked away, available 
only as a memory.   
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Regarding relations with others and spatiality, P1’s lived experience of juvenile 
justice and child maladjustment involved the unavoidable humiliation of interfacing with 
representatives who work in the system. These were unfamiliar faces and the encounters 
took place in painfully new and indifferent territory, “I’m used to [saying] hi, good 
morning. They didn’t care how my morning was.” P1 had to brave the system and those 
that ran it. This was her son. Her sense of responsibility as a parent would overtake 
embarrassment. In her relations with her grandparents she was supported through her 
very young pregnancy at age 14. But they taught her she must care for her children 
herself. This experience would bear out that lesson. In her relations with others in the 
juvenile system, she reconciled that they had a job to do and to be effective at doing it 
those coming through would most likely be dealt with little compassion. The experience 
was a challenge to her sense of self-respect and dignity. 
A number of years have gone by since P1 first experienced the troubling issues 
surrounding her son. But the memory of experience can be called up at any time. The 
lived experience of the juvenile justice system has left its traces upon her. It was a very 
painful time in her life. There were too many responsibilities to manage simultaneously. 
All the boys were experiencing challenging behaviors, “[They] were so ‘busy’ at that 
time”, and raising five boys at once was immensely distressing. The time included her 
mother who had not the emotional capacity to care for two sons of her own and P1 ‘s 
capacity was being severely challenged. She had taken the boys off her mother’s hands, 
but there was no one to come to her assistance. Help and support were elusive at this 
critical and demanding time in her life.  
The time period was a worrisome and frustrating one for P1. Denial of her son’s 
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issues seemed a convenient outlet, an easy way to maintain her sanity, “I think I was in 
denial. I didn’t want to call and ask anybody anything.” The sum total of all she was 
going through would not permit a careful and deliberate attempt to follow the juvenile 
justice process and insure services were being provided. They have professionals that do 
that. At least that’s one less worry. If her son does not conform, it is the system’s fault as 
they are supposed to be the savior, “…being a part of the juvenile system I just figured 
that they would be the savior. They would bring the light …He would see that this is not 
the way to live…but that light never happened.”  This was a chronically challenging 
time, a period of darkness and little hope in which a happy end to P1’s struggle would not 
emerge from the juvenile justice system.  
P2 - Individual Textural Description   
 
General Themes 
 
1. A Frightening Experience  
2. A Time of Helplessness  
3. A Heavy Heart  
4. No Help, No Change  
5. When Your Child is Doing Time, You’re Doing Time 
 
The experience of a son in the juvenile justice system has been an emotionally 
charged journey for P-2. The themes emerging from the experience are varied and 
represent a distressing period in her life.  
The newness of the experience was frightening and bewildering. There was 
confusion as to the need for support in getting through the system and its processes and 
how to seek out such support. There was a sense of feeling lost and anxious as she tried 
to gauge the level of severity of a probation period for her son and what it really meant: 
“The first time he got arrested he was put on probation…it was scary, because I 
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never had to deal with anything like this. I didn’t know who to go to for help [or] 
how to go to people for help. Is this as serious as they make it out to be or is it a 
scare tactic…to steer [her son] on the straight and narrow? It was pretty scary 
for me.” 
P2 felt her son was unresponsive to guidance. He was at an age where conformity 
to authority was difficult. Her feelings were that his second arrest was the result of his 
unresponsiveness to parental and probation supervision. This arrest would cause him to 
be detained. The experience of his temporary removal from the home was agonizing. It 
invoked thoughts of inadequate parenting and feelings of deep despair: 
So, you know, being a child, he was like 15, he didn’t want to hear it. He went 
back out [and] got in more trouble. When my child was at [a detention facility] 
they gave him a 2 week stint thing. I guess it was to try to put him on the straight 
and narrow and I tell you when my son was gone for just those 2 weeks my heart 
was so heavy because you feel like you failed your child.” 
There was a sense of confusion and disbelief in her son’s repeated arrests. She 
searched for answers within herself. There was a growing need to understand what was at 
the heart of his poor adjustment. She wondered how to assess the fact she provided him 
with so many privileges. In light of going beyond his needs, she reasoned, in retrospect, 
maybe his troubles were tied to her giving to him in excess: 
“But then, when I look back, I’m like, I did everything and the guilt came at me at 
a different angle. Maybe [I] did too much. Why was this going on and why is it 
continuing to go on?”  
The more immersed P2’s son became in the juvenile justice system, the more she 
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was exposed to agonizing and uncontrollable events. Witnessing her son being led into 
the courtroom with other youth restricted in manacles and unkempt was shocking. She 
was tormented by what seemed to be a parade of children along with her son whose gaunt 
appearance and lack of grooming worried her. This was beyond her understanding:  
“…They brought those young men into the courtroom with the handcuffs and 
things like that on them and their hair that looks like it hasn’t been cut in a month 
and I’m like, why are they doing that? It’s almost like they put [them] on public 
display…They brought my son in there. He looked so bad. He looked like a Q-
tip…Shirt too little and dingy and the clothes they make them wear. I’m like, come 
on. 
The experience of the juvenile justice system was emotionally torturous and 
invoked  feelings of powerlessness for P2. The thought of her son going hungry in the 
care of others who lacked compassion for her child’s need to eat and her inability to 
rescue him was unbearable and heart wrenching: 
“[One facility] is…a 7 hour ride for him and they had brought him down for one 
of his weekend visits and we had to have him back at the courthouse Monday 
morning and they [took] him back from there and I was hurt when he called that 
night. He [said], ‘ mom, we drove from Philly to Pittsburgh and they did not give 
us anything to eat…when we got here they’re like no, dinner’s done, go to bed.’ 
He [said] ‘Mom, I am so hungry’…It just hurt me to my heart. You know, my 
child is telling me this and there’s nothing I can do about it” 
There was frustration in the failure of P2’s son to improve his behavior. That 
frustration is directed at a system that held him in confinement but seemed unable to 
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bring about reform in her son’s life. There were arrests up to the time he reached adult 
age. She painfully questions this outcome. Her feelings and beliefs are of a system that 
either lacks caring or is out of touch with the pain she has gone through as a mother. The 
system does not understand that her child’s troubles are experienced as her troubles, her 
child’s imprisonment is her imprisonment. Change for her son was elusive while in the 
juvenile justice system: 
 “There was no change. What I don’t understand is my son was released. He came 
from [a facility] in May and in July he caught his first adult charge. So, where is 
the rehabilitation? And it was the same thing, sitting on the steps smoking a 
marijuana blunt. Where’s the rehabilitation? There is none and what I also like to 
tell people when I get on a roll about this is the system either they don’t 
understand or they don’t care how when your child or your family member is 
doing time, you’re doing it right along with them…Right now, my son is up at 
CFCF (adult prison) and I’m in my own prison, I’m in my own prison right along 
with him”  
P2 - Individual Structural Description  
The structures that pervade P 2’s lived experience of the juvenile justice system 
and call to mind strong painful remembrances are expressed in relation to lived time, 
relations with others, and spatiality: 
Time has been an unkind entity during the days her son was involved in the 
juvenile justice system. Emotions of helplessness, agony and a heavy heart dominated 
this period of her life. There were times of fear of the unknown as in being in the system 
for the first time. There was fear of the known, having become familiar with the system 
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and yet knowing her son’s fate was at the whim of others. Time would also become a 
manifestation of the hope of what could happen. She hoped for the best, worked for the 
best and believed, after a time, she could make officials aware of who she was as a 
mother, respectable, intelligent, and loving of her son. “I had to make them, at least his 
courtroom, gain respect, to have respect for me. I would make sure I was always dressed. 
“…don’t judge me because there’s no man standing beside me, because I’m Black, 
because I’m female.” Time was a perpetual darkness as she worried about her son’s fate. 
He seemed to never stop the offending and no one was getting it right. There was 
confusion and frustration in his repeated arrests as well as in the unproductive efforts of 
the legal system he became immersed in. Time merely progressed to find P2’s son having 
moved from one system for juvenile offenders to another for adult offenders. The 
juvenile justice system would become a memory, a time of unpleasant reflection.   
 For P2, self in relation to others involved a parental obligation to support her son 
during this period of his development and the interfacing with others who were 
connected to her son’s experience of the juvenile justice system: 
 Lived space is defined as the pain of separation of mother and child. For P2, this 
is the most difficult aspect of the experience. The comfort and security of home has been 
invaded by his court placement. This absence leaves a void now being filled with worry 
for his well-being, guilt, and deep thoughts of failed parenthood. Home for mother is a 
prison. “I’m in my own prison.”  The son and mother now occupy spaces that are foreign 
to each of them, for mother it is home without her son, for her son it is home without his 
mother. Only a mother can really make sure he’s safe and well taken care of. She longs to 
be with him, to have him occupy the space that once denoted comfort and peace of mind. 
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“I wanna come see him. How the hell y’all treating my child behind these walls…I have 
to pray on that every night before I go to bed.”  
P3 – Individual Textural Description 
General Themes 
 
1. Rebelling Against Pain  
2. Where Did I Go Wrong?  
3. He was a Special One 
4. The Judicial System Was On His Side 
 
The experience of the juvenile justice system for P3 was one that elicited the deep 
emotional underpinnings of a family secret. P3’s son began a run of serious delinquent 
acts upon being cruelly informed that the man he had come to know and love deeply as 
grandpa was actually his father. She understood the profound pain of this as causality for 
his troubles: 
“When he turned 14 he started being really mischievous because he found out 
that his dad was his grandpa, so now he wants to rebel because he figured if he 
get out of jail then grandpa’s going to act like he’s his dad and come get 
him…grandpa was is heart, because he lived with my parents and when grandpa 
got up in the morning to be out there fixing a car, he would pass him the little 
tools to change the tires, so he built a grandson and grandfather relationship, 
only to find out that grandpa was really [his] dad, so now he’s rebelling.” 
The experience of uncontrollable anger in her son and his unbelievable conduct 
placed the child under court supervision. This was the beginning of a wild and long 
tenure in interfacing with the juvenile justice system for P3, for which she could only 
describe as initially a maddening experience:  
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“The first day we went to court he had choked the boy so hard the boy went into a 
seizure…so they put him on probation…he was really acting, so… [it was] 
crazy… 
There was a sense of panic and agony for P3 as the court ruled he must go away 
from home. She laid prostate on the floor of the courtroom as she tried to emotionally 
handle the prospect of being separated from her son. She witnessed a presence of mind 
and sense of courage in him in what he was facing that helped to strengthen her. His 
assurance to her that he could handle his fate reminded her of how special he was 
because of the nature of his birth: 
“When (after committing numerous offenses) they said we’re committing him 
today, I was all on the floor and he came up and said ‘Mom, could you please get 
up, cause you’re embarrassing me. I’m going to be alright’, I was upset, like, 
they’re taking my baby away, you know, cause he was always like the special one 
because of the way he came.” 
The court experience for P3 was of mentally debilitating proportions and a 
symbol of her powerlessness to assist him in influencing his outcome. She questioned her 
efficacy as a mother, believing initially she failed him, but quickly reconciled that the 
trauma of learning who his father was and how he came to be his father, rather than his 
grandfather, was at the heart of her son’s difficult dilemma: 
 “[The juvenile justice experience] tears you down emotionally. You actually feel 
like that’s my child and I can’t help him. Like where did I go wrong?…It wasn’t 
about where I went wrong, it was about…[my son] thinking grandpa was 
grandpa when actually grandpa, you know, was his dad from molesting his mom, 
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so it’s something that’s like really complex.”   
P3’s critique of the juvenile justice system was not harsh. Her beliefs are in a 
system that was fair and gave her son chances to do better. He spent a great deal of time 
in the system as she watched organization after organization serve him and provide 
professional assistance. Her assessment is that there are those who are truly interested in 
the well-being of some of the youth:       
“I felt as though [the juvenile justice system] was on his side…[they] have 
people that care for the sake and welfare of some of those boys…[one agency] 
was in his life for like, 5 years. They picked him up from school…he did school at 
[name of a second agency] and at [name of a third agency].”  
P3 - Individual Structural Description 
 
The structures that permeate P3’s lived experience of the juvenile justice system 
are emotionally powerful and invoke feelings and thoughts that are expressed in relation 
to time, relations with others and in relation to self.  
In relation to time, the experience of P3’s son in the juvenile justice system forced 
her to relive the pain of her sexual abuse. His troubles were symbolic of a greater tragedy 
occurring at his birth and played out again during his youth. The family secret was 
shattered by a cruel and sinister entity that sent a child into a complex maze of family 
shame. The pain would become more widespread among family members because of the 
act of one who willfully inflicted emotional pain and cemented in the minds of others a 
powerful memory that will exist for all time. 
       Relations with others involved the responsibility of P3 to interface with 
professional others who supported her son through the juvenile justice system. The 
 190
 
interface was positive, “I never had a problem with the judicial system.”  The system, on 
behalf of her son, performed satisfactorily in her eyes, “He had fair chances…they didn’t 
do him wrong”. The professionals represented a cadre of individuals P3 needed to 
intercede for her son. Life had already been persistently tough. A history of sexual and 
physical abuse, the struggle of single parenting and drug abuse engendered an 
appreciation for the caring professionals who supported her son during his turbulent years 
and as her own struggles continued. 
In searching for a sense of self in the juvenile justice experience, P3 question her 
role in her son’s difficult adjustment. She was saddened by her inability to help him 
overcome his involvement in the juvenile justice system. She thoughtfully reasoned her 
son’s knowledge about his birth father was an overarching factor for his difficulties. This 
was a restorative element relative to her sense of emotional well-being in ways that 
protected her from self-defeating emotions that had been a part of her life for years. The 
emotional self found comfort in likening her son as special and endearing in light of the 
extraordinary circumstances that brought him into the world. 
 
SYNTHESIS OF THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF RACE, GENDER, CLASS, 
SINGLE PARENTING AND JUVENILE JUSTICE/CHILD MALADJUSTMENT 
 
The experiences of race, class, gender, single parenting and juvenile justice 
system involvement in the lives of the three African American mothers are characterized 
by distinctive as well as common qualities. The lives of the participants in this study are 
rich with experiences in the respective phenomena that run throughout their lifetime. 
There are numerous general themes that have been extracted from their stories that lend 
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themselves to rich textural and structural descriptions of the phenomenon in question. 
The general themes have been condensed to broader categories of core and common 
themes that envelope the full range of experiences necessary for a unified presentation of 
meaning and essences of phenomena. Each contextual variable is listed under which the  
core/common themes that represent the phenomena of the variable are delineated. 
Race 
There are three core/common themes that characterize the essences and meanings 
of race among participants:  
1. Managing Feelings of Inferiority  
2. Human Equality  
3. Racism’s Spillover in Black Families 
 
Participants universally associated their experience of race with racist acts 
directed toward them by Whites. The manifestation of those acts for participants is 
feelings of inferiority. Feelings of inferiority come to life for participants by way of 
subtle, yet deeply painful and memorable racist events that sharply impact the 
participants’ sense of self and relations with family. The workplace, community at large, 
and interpersonal relationships are dwelling places for the humiliation and pain 
emanating from the harsh thoughts and gestures that are products of racial prejudice. The 
participants desire deeply to conquer the unjust feelings of inferiority they hold inside. 
The hateful thoughts of Whites turn to words and ring out loud landing in the hearts and 
minds of participants. In the workplace, bigotry is represented by the utterance “I don’t 
want to talk to a colored person.” Bigotry presents itself as a painful memory of a 
participant’s offspring being called “nigger” at the age of three in their community. It 
fills a mother’s heart with hurt, her eyes with tears and causes her to question her self 
worth and that of her family. The cold and heartless rejection of a participant’s dark skin 
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by the parents of her White boyfriend, who vow she will not set foot in their home, 
infuses her mind with feelings of inferiority.   
Feelings of inferiority are disabling, crushing, permeates participants’ thinking 
and impacts their world in distressing ways. The effects of living with these feelings 
cause participants to draw on resiliency and survival abilities to cope and manage the 
pain. “Prove them wrong”, act with great professionalism and dignity when assisting 
them, “take the extra step”, approach them first, “win them over”, or just learn to 
overlook their “looking down on you” because of the color of your skin. Learn to 
navigate in their world.   
Equality among the races is held as a firm belief for all participants. They purport 
there are no differences between Blacks and Whites beyond skin color. Unequal 
treatment toward them is experienced as demeaning, hardly believable and a threat to 
their sense of self. For participants, the harsh and bold actions of prejudice have the 
propensity to make them feel lower than life, less than human. They want to cry out for 
all to hear that “we are equal” to members of dominant society. Within each participant’s 
innermost self there is a painful refutation of perceptions of “half-headedness” or of 
being thought of as an “animal.” Presented as evidence of their humanness is the fact that 
they possess  “two arms and two legs” like other human beings. The challenge is posed to 
anyone to find “green blood” running through their veins. They demand of society not to 
be judged on skin color. 
Participants uniformly experienced what they refer to as racism in their own 
families. Relations with significant others was experienced as a different degree of 
emotional pain emanating from their respective families of origin. Differences in 
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complexion and the castigation of Whites by Blacks turned the tides on white racism. The 
taunting of family members with dark skin was debilitating and caused feelings of 
entrapment inside the family. The name-calling was stressful, bewildering and caused 
damage to the self-esteem of participants. There was no way out for the dark 
complexioned members who were referred to in their youth as “boogaboo, darkie, and 
blackie.” A similar practice pervaded an educational institution, troubling one participant 
and her family members in remembrances of the taunting of a relative because her skin 
was darker than the other students.”  
Racism had permeated the minds of many and spread from being directed toward 
its original victims to being used by those victims to emotionally harm members of their 
family. There was little power in families to end this incredible hurt except for children to 
grow older and become ashamed of or strengthened by its dreadful implications. 
Gender      
There are three core/common themes that characterize the essences and meanings 
of gender among participants:  
1. An Independent Sense of Self   
2. The Desire and Power of Female Voice  
3. The Inevitability of Male Dominance 
 
 For participants, the experience of gender was universally associated with the 
notion of independence and self-sufficiency. These qualities emerged, in part, out of the 
necessity to take responsibility for their children as young single mothers. There was a 
special journey toward a state of independence for each participant that left penetrating 
and often devastating memories of gender relations. 
Participants grew up in environments of unmistakable male dominance. Men who 
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served as their father figures were in control in their households. The lessons learned 
were the man is “the man of the house” and “you just go along with the program.” Theirs 
were environments of voiceless-ness for women and girls that was often accompanied by 
 physical and emotional abuse of the mothers of two participants. There were also 
experiences of the participants’ own emotional and/or sexual abuse. These were life 
changing with regard to the existential of time, characterized by periods of great distress 
for the participants. These were times of powerlessness for young girls as they dreamed 
of a future that would not accept the sufferings or submissiveness that imprisoned their 
mothers. Their hearts and minds echoed “it’s not going to be me.” 
Beliefs, values, and attitudes toward gender in general and relationships in 
particular were being painfully developed. In the midst of feminine subjugation they 
found a sense of self as budding young women who would one day be on their own with 
a blueprint for their future intimate relationships. This was a dream deferred for 
Participant 3. The sexual abuse she incurred would not permit her to climb out of her 
emotional pain easily. The reminders were constant and too poignant. A son was born of 
her abuse at an age too young to care for him. The self was shattered and confused. That 
which was  “dysfunctional” seemed normal and the normal dysfunctional. Abuse was a 
way of life    and blindly condoned by family. She clung to substances to get through her 
torment. Amid periods of recovery, she found strength to rise up out of abuse and 
oppression only to be knocked down again and again for want of covering up the pain. 
The lessons learned over time provided hope, relief and the structure she searched for 
desperately all of her life. She would join the other participants in adopting her own 
personal convictions, values and beliefs pertaining to gender and gender roles. Couples 
 195
 
must “work together” and gender roles are made better when flexible. 
Feminine independence for participants was a new world of wonderful 
discoveries about themselves and their inherent power. It brought them wisdom, 
gratification and the acquisition of voice in their intimate relations with others. 
Submissiveness was outdated “I’m not as submissive…I’ve gotten out of that …way of 
living.” Voice would be submissiveness’ substitute. “Dumb female” would no longer be 
allowed to define them. 
Although the “new world” would bring new understanding and a sense of 
freedom, participants were not blinded by societal limitations of gender equality. They 
continue to believe and feel deeply about the inevitability of male dominance, “We are in 
a society that men…don’t think we are equal to them. They think that we are just not 
superior to them.” But their sense of independence and life lessons arm them for the 
challenge posed by society. Their mental arsenal consists of standards for avoiding 
relationships that have a propensity for becoming “unevenly yoked.” This would 
jeopardize their happiness and promote female oppression of the type experienced by 
their mothers. The arsenal also contains weapons of voice that speak out against being 
confined to traditional gender restraints in the form of “old school type thinking.”  This is 
self limiting for participants  and affects the quality of their relationships. Moreover the 
belief for participants is that their own self-competency will stand up to gender inequality 
in the professional as well as personal domains.  
Finally, participants uniformly concede that there is an important place for male 
dominance in the realm of gender relations. “He is that figure of authority in raising 
those children.” The participants experienced it in their youth and in the rearing of their 
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children. They profoundly feel that men are a powerful force of discipline for children  
that has no credible substitute. There is comfort, acceptance and validation in this belief 
for the participants.  
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Class   
There are three core/common themes that characterize the essences and meanings 
of class among participants: 
1. The Influence of Time, Space and Others 
2. Cultural constructs  
3. A Conscious Choice 
 
Participants were first aware of the entity of class as learned in their social worlds 
during adolescent peer interactions. Participants’ understanding of class was influenced 
by a particular stage in their lives and their social surroundings. The innocence of 
childhood shielded them from societal constructs of class. Life as children, to a point, 
was described in gleeful terms. Childhood was a world of riches for them replete with 
happy events, plenty to eat and drink, and warm homes. In their young minds, they 
wanted for nothing and when they got anything, joy overcame them. Hand-me-downs and 
thrift shop clothing was remembered as bringing great satisfaction to Participant 1. In 
retrospect, Participant 1 and 2 were attuned to their emotions, feelings and thoughts about 
their economic circumstances, “ I was happy”, “I didn’t feel bad”, “We didn’t have 
anything.” The cruel reality of growing and maturing would soon remove their protective 
shield to class to uncover shame, embarrassment and longing for Participants 1 and 2. 
The space was school, relations with others involved peers, and the time was the period 
of adolescence. For Participant 3, the story is different from the opposite perspective. Her 
mother insured the children had the latest styles in clothing. P3 was attuned to the notion 
that somehow this was a superficial indication that the family was well off even if they 
were on welfare. “My mom was real materialistic, so I don’t know what it’s like not to 
have.”   
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 Adolescence ushered in a sudden new awareness of who they were in relation to 
the status quo of peer culture. Peer culture was the mirror by which they came to see 
themselves as less fortunate or more fortunate than some. For P1 and P2 the mirrored 
reflection revealed that the once cherished hand-me-downs were now to be ashamed of. 
The homemade hairdos provided by a grandmother’s loving hands would be ridiculed. A 
change from catholic to public school was utterly revealing of the family’s limited 
finances, too much to bear for Participant 1 in the face of immense and debilitating peer 
pressure. It became a causative factor for acting out. For P2, peer pressure was a cruel 
illumination of her budget clothing compared to the designer clothing her friends wore. 
The experience of a boyfriend who ended a relationship with her upon learning her 
mother sustained the family on a public assistance allotment severely damaged her self 
image. The happiness of childhood was now transformed into a woeful period of 
discomfiture and concerns about socio-economic status, living in pubic housing, unkempt 
neighborhoods, and a general fear that the more meaningful things in life, such as going 
to college, would be out of reach. Class would become culturally constructed by 
participants through a peer lens that was defined by the nature of clothing, “fads” and 
other material items early in life. 
Parenthood and adulthood for participants 1 and 2 were periods that permitted an 
expansion in their minds of the full meaning of class and socio-economics. Past 
experiences concerning their families’ financial means were painfully memorable and not 
worthy of repeating. Public assistance would not be an option in adulthood. Participant 1 
felt so strongly about avoiding the stigma and limitations of public assistance she vowed, 
“I’ll never get public assistance, I’ll never take a handout from anybody.”  Participants 2 
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and 3 cast a dark shadow over the choice of people to settle for welfare and live in public 
housing, “and then it turned me against people who were getting public assistance. I 
seen them all as lazy, don’t wanna do nothing…all I know is you get welfare, you get 
food-stamps, you’re lazy”, “[It’s] people being lazy… my grandmother didn’t do 
that…she worked for what she had.” For P2, time brought forth the notion that life had 
much to offer beyond her small community. For all participants, it would be up to them 
to choose a socioeconomic lifestyle.     
For P3, in coming of age, life had been far too tragic and blinding to place great 
awareness on how class evolved as a concept in her life. Class was unimportant without 
knowing a sense of material deprivation. There were no harsh remembrances of going 
without anything. There was, in retrospect, however, the feeling that if she did not have 
material items, she would have suffered the castigation of impoverishment as some peers 
had experienced. There was a cultural uniqueness to class in her world. It was never so 
easily defined as where one lived. Living in public housing was a false representative of 
poverty or low-income levels. It could not serve as a steadfast determinant of class 
because people who lived in public housing could be gainfully employed. Socio-
economics had no clear indicators in her world. 
Single Parenting 
There are two core/common themes that characterize the essences and meanings 
of single parenting among participants:  
1. Beyond Overwhelming  
2. Confronting the Self of the Mother.  
 
Single parenting was experienced as a “struggle above all struggles” for 
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participants. Overpowering and overwhelming, the major responsibilities that 
accompanied the rearing of children were often tackled in emotional isolation and 
helplessness. Parenting became the weight of the world in all its roughness. There was no 
way out soon enough. Children had great needs that had to be fulfilled and there existed 
no full time assistance in meeting these needs. Many hats had to be worn by participants 
to help them grow and develop appropriately. Mothers were the children’s playmate, 
referee, disciplinarian, caretaker, protector, provider and father. Children had to be taught 
morals, values, principles, right from wrong and love. Participants clung desperately to a 
consciousness of hope that helped them to endure the strains of their monumental task. 
There was hope in finding a father for the children who could support and rescue mother 
and the family unit and to live life with greater ease and dignity. There was hope in the 
soothing nature and self-indulgence of respite that extended family members could 
provide, a time for a mother’s regrouping and refocusing to resume the task of parenting 
with a renewed spirit and energy. There was hope for an end to the physical and 
emotional abuse that exacerbated the uphill climb of parenting during the early years. 
There was hope for an appreciable sense of the enjoyment of parenting even amid its 
struggles. 
As their children grew older, spatiality became an overarching factor in the 
continuing vicissitudes of single parenting. Parental responsibility moved beyond the 
home to classrooms and courtrooms. These environments posed new trials with 
heightened emotional and physical consequences for participants. The period was 
characteristic of teachers’ meeting after teacher’s meeting, court hearing after court 
hearing, going it alone as a staunch and stalwart parent who raised her children the best 
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way she knew how. Participants began to move into a realm of parenting that challenged 
who they were and their very sense of being as mothers. They underwent a personal test 
of themselves as single mothers. It was important for them to understand and grasp what 
was expected of them, to meet their own needs and to maintain a sense of self within the 
realm of parenting.  
The experience of single parenting created in participants a sense of multiple 
consciousness. They were confronted at various times with their personal beliefs, 
attitudes and decisions in their single parent identity. There was a firm belief that the 
parenting role had to focus on the idea of provider for the children. It was passed down 
from a previous generation where there were two parental figures rather than one. The 
father figure was that provider, insuring all basic needs of children were met, they had 
clothes on their backs and the bills paid. As a single parent, the role of provider for 
Participant 1 was left to her and was foremost in how she saw herself. She brought her 
staunch belief of provider to parenthood from her childhood upbringing. It was the one 
thing, if nothing else, she would excel at in raising her children. There was just not 
enough time for anything else. This belief meant leaving affectionate gestures, such as 
hugging and touching of her children, in a far off place, avowing her children knew in so 
many other ways that she loved them. For Participant 2, love between children and 
mother was found at the end of a long day and in the quiet of the evening just before 
bedtime when children and mother habitually confessed their love for one another before 
settling in.   
The notion of self-sacrifice for participants was both voluntary and involuntary. 
There were times of yearning to live out their unlived youthful fantasies, cut short by 
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early parenthood. There was agony over the barriers single parenting presented in 
reuniting them with the carefree times of their childless youth. Sacrifice was accepted as 
part of the single parent identity and at other times it was loathed because a real part of 
who they were felt lost forever. They balanced this on the need to escape the incessant 
pressures of parenting. “I felt like somewhere along the way, I lost part of me…I couldn’t 
do anything”, “That’s why when those boys got grown, got older I lost my mind…I 
started hanging in bars, really hanging in bars because I didn’t get a chance to hang out 
in bars.” The thought of the precious lives they once held in their hands was a lightening 
rod that brought them to reality and the solemn belief their focus had to be on the 
children and issues of family.  
The participants questioned their parental competence when it came to the 
children’s behavior and discipline. Methods of discipline varied from participant to 
participant. None seemed more effective than another if measured as a protectorate for 
the future difficulties their sons would face. There were violent whippings employed by 
Participant 1, inconsistent and early release from punishment employed by Participant 2, 
and loose boundaries, employed by Participant 3. Participants each regret their respective 
methods. Nothing worked. This rested upon their conscience.  
Participants were further haunted by guilty emotions rooted in the self of the 
mother. The questions mounted for each participant: Was becoming a single mother fair 
to the children? Children deserve to get whatever they desire but these single parents 
found this  nearly impossible to pull off. How can I provide structure to my children 
when no one provided it to me?  How can I raise them well, blinded by the torment, 
shame, and guilt of abuse, past and present? These questions elicit the pain, frustration 
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and anguish  participants faced in their identities as single mothers. 
Juvenile Justice/Child Maladjustment 
There are four core/common themes that characterize the essences and meanings 
of participants’ experience of the juvenile justice system:  
1. A Range of Emotions 
2. Emerging Helplessness  
3. Limited Benefits  
4. Searching for Causality  
 
The experience of the juvenile justice system for participants was difficult to 
accept initially. The process was new and the people and the environments were strange. 
It took some getting used to following initial feelings of fear, embarrassment, and 
becoming disheartened by their sons’ fate. This was an emotionally unsettling experience 
for participants where being treated with respect by representatives of the system was 
foreshadowed by the nature of the work at hand. There was a redeeming quality to an 
otherwise distressing experience that participants latched on to. Their children could get 
the help they desperately needed to change their conduct. This was too complex for 
participants to handle alone. The system was powerful and had resources to fix the 
difficulties that surfaced in their sons lives. 
There was an emerging quality of helplessness experienced by participants as 
their sons would become more deeply involved in the juvenile justice system. For 
Participants 2 and 3 the mandated separation of their sons from their care was 
heartbreaking and difficult to accept. There was nothing within their power that could 
change this. Their pain was manifested either by sprawling on the floor of the courtroom 
or suffering deeply inside with a “heavy heart”, “When your child…is doing time, you’re 
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doing  time right along with [him].” The pain would be repeated over and over again for 
Participant 2 as she learned of incidents wherein her son was not fed, looked emaciated 
and disheveled in the courtroom and was publicly handcuffed. For Participant 1, she held 
on to hope that her son’s confinement would bring about change in him, a light for a life 
heading down a dark path. The light never illuminated. For Participants 1 and 2 their sons 
painfully progressed into the adult criminal justice system. 
Participants experienced no end to their son’s troubles with legal entities. There 
was not a moment’s peace once the journey began. Change in their children would not 
come as juveniles. This was a frustratingly long journey wherein the young men 
exhausted many institutions and the participants supported and stood up for their sons 
vigorously throughout the duration of the experience. “There was no change”. Children 
were detained, rearrested and detained again. Their behaviors persisted. Success was 
limited and sporadic for the youth. They did well enough in confinement to earn release, 
but once they returned home, their troubles began again. It seemed a long and confusing 
nightmare for participants that made no sense and nothing appeared to be working and 
nobody seemed to be helping. A participant fervently asked “Where is the 
rehabilitation…where’s the rehabilitation?” The benefits were hard to assess for 
participants. The efficacy of the services the children received will ever remain a puzzle 
in the experience of the juvenile justice system.      
       Every participant asked herself the question of blame “Where did I fail 
him?”, “Why was this going on?”, “Where did I go wrong?”. They searched their inner 
selves for answers to sooth their conscience and reassure themselves that they did 
nothing wrong. They were astute in their diverse analyses. Participant 1 believed her 
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son’s troubles were a result of her inability to buy him the latest fashions his peers were 
wearing. She reasoned sharply that she took care of his needs without fail, but his wants 
could not be addressed in light of her financial circumstances and several other boys to 
care for. She concluded that she failed her son because of her inability to do more. 
Participant 2 provided for her son above and beyond his needs. She pondered that she 
gave him too much and the guilt came at her in that regard. She later accepted that her 
giving was not at the heart of her son’s troubles but his community and peers were more 
overpowering than her parenting. Participant 3 was certain of the cause of her son’s entry 
into the juvenile justice system. He began rebelling when he learned with great pain the 
man he accepted all of his life as his grandfather was actually his father. Participants 
found a measure of comfort in their individual rationales for causality and looked to and 
had hope in the juvenile justice system to be the “savior” of these young men and to set 
their paths on the straight and narrow. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 
This qualitative investigation sought to uncover the unique personal and social 
struggles of single parent African American mothers of delinquent youth. The study 
utilizes a phenomenological methodology to derive the essences and meanings of lived 
experience of five socio-historical and cultural factors: Race, gender, class, single 
parenting and the juvenile justice system. This research has discovered that participants 
are deeply impacted as African American women and single mothers by these socio-
historical and cultural forces. Participants share a commonality of oppression and 
struggle against each factor, yet each woman’s life is unique with respect to the nature 
and degree of their struggles. The lived experiences of these women have, in deed, 
shaped their beliefs and personal identity in particular ways. This dissertation examined  
the essences and meanings of the women’s experiences following their account of 
personal life stories related to the contextual factors. 
Findings from this study provide support for a model of exploring the depth and 
nature of socio-historical and cultural contextual factors in the lives of African American 
single mothers relative to the parenting process. As indicated above, the lived 
experiences described by participants are organized around several core/common themes 
underlying each factor. The themes are tools for deriving phenomenological structures 
that reflect the essences and meanings of an experience. They are repeated here as a 
guide for following the discussion: Race themes (Managing Feelings of Inferiority, 
Racism’s Spillover in Black Families, and Human Equality); Gender themes (An 
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independent sense of self, The desire and power of female voice, The inevitability of 
male dominance); Class themes (Cultural constructs, The influence of time, space and 
others, A conscious choice); Single parenting themes (Beyond overwhelming, 
Confronting the self of the mother); Juvenile Justice/Maladjustment themes (A range of 
emotions, emerging helplessness, limited benefits, A search for causality). 
 The fact that differences pertaining to race and racism were experienced as 
surprisingly visible and resulted in distress for participants was related to the life cycle 
and life environment. Two participants spoke of experiencing racism as isolated events 
early in their youth and then more pervasively as young adults in a permanent workforce. 
They were confronted with racist acts or micro-aggressions daily in their respective 
workplaces and in various social settings.  There seemed to be a relationship between age 
and awareness of the existence of racism in their lives. As adults and witnesses to the 
emergence of anti discrimination laws in the workplace the manifestation of feelings of 
inferiority that consumed them could not go unaddressed. Managing the racist antics was 
vastly important in maintaining their self-esteem and emotional well-being. Being 
perceived by Whites as less educated and less knowledgeable had significant meaning for 
participants. They seemed to contrive a systematic mental procedure for confronting 
racism that began with processing these thoughts and feelings of racism as reality and 
then devising for themselves a particular approach to counter racism and foster positive 
coping skills. 
The third participant’s experience of racism was articulated as less pervasive, 
seemingly connected to a trauma related lifestyle that placed her focus more on managing 
her emotional pain through substance abuse than assessing and managing racial antics. 
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Her reports of experiencing “looks” when entering upscale establishments and managing 
this largely by ignoring it, speaks to her casting aside the pain that has come to signal 
racial difference in society.     
The experiences of these participants is consistent with the literature on Critical 
Race Theory (CRT) that espouses there is a masked nature of racism’s institutionalized 
and structural occurrences and is, in fact, a daily event (Ladson- Billings & Tate, 1995; 
Delgado, 2001).  Participants’ experiences are also consistent with findings by Green 
(1998), who asserts that the issue with race for women in particular is associated with 
unfair treatment and being viewed as inferior through a process of systemic 
discrimination and prejudice.  
While all participants have reported experiencing incidents that reflect the impact 
of racial bias within their families of origin, stereotypical name-calling directed at the 
darker skinned members of the family was the most hurtful experience. This was an 
agonizing and perplexing phenomenon for participants growing up. It led them to a 
personal assessment that this was a kind of racism within the Black race. The literature 
on CRT explains that physical attributes have been used by dominant society to draw 
differences of inferiority  (Delgado, 2001), but this finding diverges from the literature in 
that it does not address the causality of what might be called Black on Black prejudice. It 
might be beneficial for the CRT literature to expound more fully on this experience for 
greater understanding of the origin and meaning of such behavior in African American 
families.     
Human equality was a strong sentiment for all participants and emerged as having 
an emotionally powerful meaning in this study. They each declared they were equal to 
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Whites and were distressed about the notion of being thought of as different or inferior. 
They used human metaphors such as “two arms and two legs” and “red blood” as 
evidence against racial superiority of any one group. There was a sense of powerlessness 
on part of participants against something they hold as inaccurate and unfair. The feelings 
of participants are closely aligned with the impetus that underlies the CRT tenet of social 
justice, espousing to conquer racism in all its manifestations. This specific finding 
contributes to the existing literature.  
Regarding the phenomenon of gender, participants in this study generally saw 
themselves as independent and self-sufficient. This was associated with early 
childbearing, single parenting and/or caretaker roles in the family of origin. Each 
participant grew up in a household dominated by males and became familiar with 
experiences of female subjugation in the lives of their mother or mother figure. Two 
participants experienced emotional, physical and/or sexual abuse of themselves and/or 
their mothers.  These experiences provided an awakening to the existence of gender 
oppressive circumstances for participants by which they could navigate their own 
relationships. They each seemed to adopt a level of determination to grow from the 
familial and/or personal pain they experienced. The feeling among participants is that 
experience had been a good teacher and they would redirect their lives away from the 
traditional and historical patterns of their mothers. They now espouse some semblance of 
balance in their relationships, although within those relationships the issue of male 
dominance is never a closed one. 
These findings are consistent with the literature on traditional gender roles in 
African American families (hooks, 1981). These are deeply intricate experiences that 
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must be considered in any study of single parent African American women and the 
rearing process. Gender socialization, inferiority and inequality are constructs that are 
well represented in the literature and address the issues the participants faced in their 
families of origin and in their adult lives (hooks, 1981; Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Knudsen & 
Martin, 1997; Collins, 1998; Zinn, 2000; Williams & McBain, 2006).   
Another interesting finding is the importance of participants discovering and 
owning their voice in their relationships. It has not been easy, but confronting the 
submissiveness of the past enhanced self-esteem and was empowering for participants. 
Speaking up was absolutely essential for two participants to rid themselves of the “dumb 
female” label and to insure some semblance of equality within their relationships. The 
women recognize that this is an ongoing effort that will not be resolved in light of one 
dispute about these issues with their partners, but will be faced periodically given the 
notion of gender socialization, culturally and across society.  
While independence and asserting one’s voice was adaptive and empowering for 
participants, this study found that all participants were willing to “leave the door open” 
for men to freely assert their dominance when it came to the disciplining and supervision 
of children. In clear terms male dominance was declared essential in this role. This 
seemed to be tied to particular traditions and cultural practices the women were holding 
on to. This expands existing feminist literature in terms of a conscious desire of women 
who recognize gender oppression to permit men in families to lead in limited ways.    
Surprisingly, a finding of this study is the declaration by participants that they 
have not experienced gender oppression/discrimination outside their intimate 
relationships, including on the job. This seems to be in contrast with CRT and feminist 
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literature. Participants, according to the literature, exist at the intersection of recognized 
sites of oppression in that they are female, African American, and single parents, 
denoting the probability they will incur gender oppression in the workplace or in other 
social contexts (Daly, 1993; Collins, 1998; Delgado, 2001; Constantine, 2002). A couple 
of points of conjecture for this finding are 1) the oppression, in its masked form, as 
referenced earlier, may be rendered unrecognizable by participants 2) they are 
experiencing the benefits of the feminist movement of the 20th century which has drawn 
attention to the concerns of gender issues in the workplace (hooks, 1999).   
 Participants in the study first connected their experience of class to the way they 
came to be judged by their peers in childhood. They uniformly associated class with 
clothing and material items. As a result, it was their first identification with the notion of 
socio-economic status. This culturally constructed notion of class was a highly emotional 
experience for Participants 1 and 2 whose families were low-income and practiced 
frugality. The castigation and ensuing embarrassment they experienced because of the 
nature of their attire helped shaped their early beliefs and impacted their self-esteem as 
children for the worse. Participant 3, also from a low-income family, having been 
provided with designer clothing, reported not being able to readily identify with the 
feelings of other participants. She did possess a sense of being better off than some peers 
growing up. The diverging experiences of all participants support the same premise that 
early experiences of class are, in part, defined by materialism.    
The issue of class came to be identified by a particular time period, specific social 
contexts, and by the interface with others in the form of peers. There are two validating 
perspectives of this finding in participants’ culturally constructed definitions of class 
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which is simply that having grown up under similar financial circumstances, the 
participants who did not have the expensive clothing felt a sense of deprivation and 
humiliation while the participant who did escaped these emotions. This account of class 
is consistent with the literature, espousing that inherent in the definition of class are 
implications of social and cultural construction and lifestyle and affects the lives of 
individuals in varied ways (Moore, 2005). McGoldrick (1998) adds to the understanding 
of the participant’s experiences by offering that class influences all of our social 
interactions. 
In as much as participants’ experiences in childhood served as a foundation to 
understanding issues of class, as they grew older the socio-economic status of their 
families became more understandable as the realistic existence of limited financial 
resources. Their struggles as children were around self-esteem, acceptance and managing 
a reality beyond their control. Beliefs and values regarding socio-economics were shaped 
accordingly and their experiences as adults and parents further shaped or reshaped their 
views. Participants generally understand the societal stratification of class as it pertains to 
definitions and levels but they are more driven by their own ability to earn a living as a 
matter of personal choice, rather than settling for public assistance or a low-income 
existence. This is indicative of a powerful desire to move away from the painfully 
penetrating notion of intersectionality of the socio-cultural factors of race, gender and 
class.    
Participants, surprisingly, have not identified lived experiences of oppression in 
the area of class in adulthood. The literature poses at least two explanations for this. 
Social scientists theories of racial and gender identity fail to account for the development 
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of a sense of self around the complex notion of class (Jones, 2003) and the social science 
literature of the 90’s, in its deficiency, failed to develop theories that address the concept 
of intersectionality and class in ways that engender greater understanding of the social 
context of class (Collins, 1998; Delgado, 2001; Kim, 2001; Daly, 1993; Cole & Omari, 
2003; Jones, 2003).  Intersectionality is discussed in greater detail at the conclusion of 
this section.  
The interpretations of participants’ experiences of class are consistent with the 
literature in which class is defined as varied, contextual and complex (Kliman, 1998; 
Constantine, 2002; Cole & Omari, 2003). Bullock and Limbert (2003), in a study of 
African American women who were receiving welfare (referred to in the foregoing as 
public assistance) identified themselves as poor or working poor but believed they 
belonged to more than one social class. The women in their study further explained that 
their personal interests and style of dress was indicative of middle class but their income 
was low. 
The description of single parenting as an overwhelming experience was similar  
among all three participants. They found this responsibility one of overpowering 
proportions. The level of time, energy, and emotional focus necessary to meet the needs 
of their children as the lone parental figure was demanding, incessant, and deprived them 
of living out the carefree existence they knew before parenting.  The meaning of this 
outcome is consistent with McAdoo’s (2003) finding regarding the likelihood of high 
stress levels in young single parent mothers. McAdoo found that younger mothers tended 
to experience more stress in childrearing than older mothers. She attributes this to three 
factors 1) the life cycle of the younger mothers 2) self identity issues, and 3) exploitation 
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in the workplace. The findings of this current research are consistent with two out of the 
three factors McAdoo poses, life cycle and self-identity. The mothers in this current 
study gave birth at a median age of 16.5 years. Self-identity was a major finding of lived 
experience and used as a phenomenological theme of single parenting for further 
discussion below. No credible link can be made to exploitation in the work place as 
participants did not reveal difficulties in the workplace, past or present. It should be 
noted that the difficulty in managing single parent responsibilities for Participant 3 was 
exacerbated by a life of sexual and physical abuse, which continues to be an emotional 
challenge for her. This is a unique finding to this study that suggests the challenges of 
African American single mothers must be explored in ways that permit the uncovering of 
extremely sensitive and traumatic stressors if real change in their lives is to be brought 
about.     
Participant 1 stood out as a single parent whose degree of stress was more 
heightened than the others. Received public assistance for a period of time as a single 
mother and having had no extended family support as in the case of Participant 2, are 
circumstances that could be contributory to pronounced levels of stress that resulted in 
her turn toward substances. This is also consistent with McAdoo’s (2003) finding that 
when incomes were considered, low income was found to contribute to higher stress, but 
stress levels were reduced when mothers could depend on many people for support. 
Moreover, McAdoo states that the role of a single mother requires emotional adjustment 
given the enormity of the task of bearing sole responsibility for her children.        
In light of McAdoo’s findings on life cycle and identity issues, it is better 
understood why participants suffered to such an extreme.  Participants 1 and 2 struggled 
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with their identities as parents during the rearing of their children. Participant 1 grappled 
with the notion she was simply her children’s provider because meeting basic needs was 
all she had time for. This identity would preclude her from spending meaningful time 
with her children in social activities. For participants 1 and 2, they were torn by their 
desire to return to their social lives as young women and fulfill their obligations as 
parents. There were times when they felt deprived of the freedom to socialize with peers 
and longed to return to this activity. These life cycle and self-identity issues made 
parenting more difficult and frustrating for participants and may have contributed to 
greater levels of stress that also impacted their children. This is consistent with 
McAdoo’s findings above. 
The juvenile justice/maladjustment experience for participants was a very 
emotional one. Emotion was tied to the processes that make up the system and demanded 
parental involvement for the best outcomes. Facing the arrest of their sons and being 
obligated to be in court was personally troubling and given to embarrassment and 
disappointment. Participants also experienced a range of emotions associated with the 
consequences of their children’s continuous adjustment difficulties that resulted in deeper 
immersion into the system and court ordered out of home placement. None of the 
participants believed initially that this experience would be good for their children but 
later adjusted their mindset emotionally to deal with an experience in which they learned 
they had little control. Participant 1’s belief that out of home placement was what her son 
needed in light of his continued behavior difficulties was associated with her inability to 
change his behavior and her own personal struggles in her social context. Unlike 
Participant 1, the distress of Participants 2 and 3 over their children’s mandated out of 
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home placement was a result of their sense of emerging helplessness and 
disempowerment within the system. This is another contribution to the existing literature 
on child maladjustment and parental effects in juvenile justice processes that is worthy of 
further research. 
In that participants uniformly questioned their role in their child’s arrest is 
significant as it pertains to their concerns about the choices they made in the parenting 
process. Much of the emotion described above was connected to initial feelings of guilt 
and blame for their sons’ predicament. Parents often question their ability to make good 
decisions and when children make mistakes, such self-doubt becomes central in their 
minds. As each participant offered a different causal explanation for their son’s behavior, 
it appears that when they happened upon some other meaningful cause they were relieved 
and could better manage their emotions around their child’s behavior. The range of 
causal explanations are significant as Hill’s (2001) study is considered below. The causal 
explanations are re-referenced here. Participant 1 associated her son’s difficulties with 
her financial inability to provide for him beyond his needs. She believed he was 
influenced by his peer culture where the focus was on material items and his arrests were 
related to the desire for money.  Participant 2 blamed herself for giving her son too much, 
but later connected his acting out to his inner city neighborhood and peer influences that 
superseded parenting. Participant 3, after initially blaming herself for her son’s problems, 
quickly reasoned that her son’s distress in learning about his father was at the root of his 
maladjustment. Given the mothers’ accounts of what they believed happened to cause 
their children’s difficulties, Hill (2001) notes that the impact of socio-economic 
inequality and racism is too often ignored in political discourse at the cost of attributing 
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family problems to a lack of individual responsibility, cultural values, family instability, 
and lifestyles. This is a valuable account of the literature that should be explored further 
by social service and juvenile justice professionals for more effective interventions with 
African American single mothers. Also to be taken into consideration for participants, 
particularly Participant 1, who received public assistance in raising her son, is Becker and 
Liddle’s (2001) study of conducting therapy with African American women and their 
adolescents. They believe that poverty is a chronic stressor that can compromise effective 
parenting. Kesner and McKenry (2001) believe that delinquency as a serious national 
social problem has been associated with the increasing number of children being reared 
in single parent families. The complex nature of stressors participants experienced as 
single mothers with delinquent sons underscores the need for professionals to be attentive 
to familial and social context of single mothers vis-à-vis delinquency; and provides 
impetus for greater exploration of the interconnection of these factors.       
It also makes sense to further explore these concepts presented in the literature as 
participants describe what they feel is little to no success in the children once they 
became involved in the system. The families herein have uniformly experienced 
continuous episodes of acting out by their sons despite various interventions by the 
juvenile justice system. In two cases the youths’ conduct was cause for entry into the 
adult criminal justice system. This study provides impetus for juvenile justice and other 
child serving agencies to incorporate sound practices defined by adequate assessment and 
keen interventions that support single parent families in ways that engender greater 
efficacy toward positive outcomes.  
Intersectionality 
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The concept of intersectionality has emerged as significant in this study. As an 
important entity in Critical Race Theory and feminist research in understanding the lives 
of African American women, intersectionality places in clearer perspective the enormity 
of the oppressive lived experiences of participants. This study, in examining each 
construct individually, provided a context for familiarity with construct specific 
oppression. Each construct is connected culturally and personally to lived experience. 
However, to fully understand and appreciate the struggles and challenges of participants, 
the constructs of race, class, gender, and even single parenting, which imply a particular 
class status, must be viewed in integrated ways. While on the surface it appears that one 
out of three constructs, namely class, posed little expressed difficulty in the adult lives of 
participants, a point for consideration is that it is often difficult to uncover the 
complexities of difference in a society where difference is as old as its existence. As 
noted in the foregoing, historically, societal patriarchy has been characterized by 
invisible patterns and customs that encouraged various forms of domination. Moreover, 
discrimination participants experienced as racism could very well have been 
discrimination based on gender and class simultaneously.  
Participants have demonstrated through their stories amazing levels of resiliency 
in spite of their oppressive challenges. Their stories on each of the social constructs are 
quite moving within the realm of their struggles. When one considers the multiplicity of 
oppression they experienced through integrated understanding, the oppressiveness 
becomes immeasurable and an important point for further research.  
The concept of intersectionality is not limited to consideration of the personal 
lives of women of color, but lends itself to understanding issues of family organization. 
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In a broader sense, the intersection of the constructs have social, political, economic and 
cultural implications that have affected the functioning of participants’ immediate 
families as well as their families of origin and are visible throughout the texts of their 
stories. Cultural and familial aspects of oppression are fed and sustained by an indelible 
dominant patriarchal society that has yet to conquer its sexist views and practices.     
Implications 
The purpose of this study was to uncover the unique socio-historical challenges of 
a particular group of African American women against a backdrop of historically 
oppressive constructs of race, gender and class. The study examined the lived 
experiences of participants within these constructs and within the contextual experiences 
of single parenting and the juvenile justice/child maladjustment experience. The findings 
imply that the lives of these particular women have, in deed, been difficult in every 
socio-historical construct and exacerbated by the obligation to address the behavioral and 
legal issues of their sons.  
 The historical nature of race, class and gender are ever-present constructs upon 
which life has been built. This is to say that much like the notion of racism as ingrained 
in American society, so too are the oppressive structures that these women have faced all 
their lives. Thus, when asked to talk about such issues, participants are awakened like a 
sleeping giant. What might appear as acceptance of the oppressive elements in their lives 
is the notion of resiliency that steps over the obstacles toward survival. Researchers have 
noted that a more profound understanding of African American women can be gained 
through the lens of intersectionality. This implies, and is consistent with findings in this 
study, that the lives of African American women are so socially complex and 
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compounded by the oppressive joint forces or the triple subjugation they face daily, that 
full and true knowledge of their existence is to understand them in this multiple context.  
 The goal of this study has been to uncover through the participants’ stories, their 
socio-historical struggles made inimitable by virtue of the evolution of the Black family 
from slavery to the 21st century wherein elements of race, gender, class, single parenting 
and children who function in socially unacceptable ways have historical significance. 
This study, through a phenomenological investigation, has illuminated the struggles of 
these particular African American women in this specific context and has contributed to 
the literature.      
Implications for Family Therapy 
The growth of family therapy over the past two decades has been extraordinary. 
New and exciting research, theory and practice techniques have been evolving over time 
and are useful to clinicians in better meeting the myriad needs of families. The field of 
family therapy holds a unique position as it relates to the needs of all families in general 
and the families similar to those in this study in particular. As other systems such as 
juvenile justice and child welfare come to utilize family therapy as a life changing 
resource, it becomes imperative that clinicians fully understand the possible breadth and 
width of experiences of single African American mothers. This understanding helps to 
broaden the clinician’s orientation of cultural sensitivity and cultural adeptness. It will 
not be enough to utilize family therapy theory with proficiency without understanding the 
concept of intersectionality given the wide range of possibilities of traumatic experiences 
some single mothers may incur. Family therapy is perhaps the most significant resource 
by which change can occur on multiple levels. The families herein not only have to 
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contend with a child symptomatic of the families’ under-organization, but with the 
personal struggles germane to single parenting incurred along life’s paths for these 
mothers, the distress emanating from issues pertaining to family of origin, and 
stereotyping resulting from historical racial prejudice and oppression. These sequences of 
social challenges have the propensity to be perpetuated over generations without the 
necessary assistance from outside the family system. Family therapy is the most likely 
field to effectively guide families through such interwoven processes.    
The concept of intersectionality holds a number of implications for family therapy 
in and of itself. Family therapists must first adopt an understanding of what it means for 
patients to exist at the intersection of multiple sites of oppression and how the lives of 
such patients are potentially impacted historically and socially. This will lend itself to the 
beginning of an effective assessment phase by which to approach suitable treatment 
strategies. Secondly, clinicians should focus on the combined nature of oppression in 
general and the gender entity in particular relative to the parenting by single African 
American mothers whereby the acting out of male children might be a manifestation of 
parenting style and gender role socialization. The African American experience, among 
many things, has historically focused on the relationship between mothers and sons. An 
understanding of these concepts permits the potential development of useful hypotheses 
regarding mothers’ frames of reference and rearing processes on the road to treating 
families. Lastly, intersectionality suggests that there is an immensely complex nature 
attached to the lives of participants to the extent that traumatic experiences along life’s 
path may have a sense of inevitability, placing clinicians at the ready for bringing trauma 
into the therapeutic process.     
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Secondly, the sensitive nature of the lived experiences of participants calls for 
clinicians to interact with such families with a great degree of empathy, understanding 
and knowledge about the possible parameters of traumatic experiences. For example, 
Participant 3 and her son suffered greatly from her impregnation by her stepfather. 
Today, some twenty years later, she continues to work on forgiveness of her mother and 
the realization for her son that his grandfather is his father continues to haunt her, 
presenting deep and penetrating pathology for her. Clinical approaches will need to be 
astute in uncovering long held family secrets, as this experience has likely been held as 
one, and creative in engendering new and uncommon resources for these families such as 
a family enrichment program specifically designed for single African American mothers 
who experience personal trauma.   
A third implication for family therapy lies in what might rarely be disclosed in 
professional settings and could present as a significant source of stress in children when 
racism spills over into their African American families. Participants, in reflecting on 
growing up, recounted the emotional pain of two separate family customs: 1) frequent 
name calling by siblings, denoting dark skin as unattractive and shameful and 2) the 
castigation of a White friend by African American family members. Addressing such 
issues will require the field of family therapy to promote several viewpoints: 1) an 
awareness of the need to uncover such experiences as is necessary in a race and family 
dynamics focused approach, 2) the enhancement of clinical programs and academic 
courses to expound training pertaining to issues of race to include a segment on these 
family practices as it affects family members, and 3) foster in clinicians the importance of 
building practices and/or clinical methods that explore more fully these family customs 
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and to treat families in ways that portray such customs as emotionally unhealthy. Inherent 
in these events is the potential for low self-esteem, feelings of inferiority and intolerance 
for participants that need to be central in treating some children and families.   
Class, as socially constructed in some African American communities, is denoted 
by the acquisition of material items, particularly in childhood. The distress of going 
without faddish clothing and other wearable items continues to be embedded in the youth 
culture and has been demonstrated in all participants as a credible factor that has driven 
self-esteem and even acting out in their lives. Clinicians must be prepared to address 
issues of class, income and poverty in ways that begin to promote positive viewpoints for 
parents and their families at the grassroots level.  
    It is hoped that similar studies will continue to be explored to enlarge the 
dialogue with women in comparable circumstances and to advance their causes toward 
emotionally sound lifestyles for themselves and their children.  
Implications for Juvenile Justice 
       As a result of the findings, there are specific implications for the field of 
juvenile justice. There is significant support here for holistic methods in the treatment of 
young offenders. The approach to the most effective resources for youth must be 
fashioned by an astute understanding of the inter-relationship among family structure, 
family processes and delinquency.  Single parenting has collectively emerged as the sole, 
most overwhelming experience for participants.  The literature has revealed the 
importance of parental competency over family structure. Keeping these dynamics in 
mind, juvenile justice must move to a competency component for specific parents to 
augment that of youthful offenders. Such a component should be designed to increase 
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mothers’ understanding about developmental requirements of youth that include 
nurturance as well as meeting basic needs while simultaneously insuring traumatic life 
experiences of mothers have every opportunity to be addressed.  Participant 1 
acknowledged focusing more on meeting her son’s basic needs, providing for him and 
being less concerned about nurturance. While this borders the clinical aspect of helping 
families, juvenile justice, by moving more deliberately toward including parents in the 
treatment of their youthful offenders, makes this an important focus in enhancing 
outcomes for children in this system.   
Moreover, single mothers’ willingness to relinquish responsibility over their 
children to the court system may denote the serious struggle presented in their single 
parent experience and exacerbated by the notion of intersectionality.  Participants 1 and 2 
eventually adopted a mindset wherein they believed that residential placement for their 
son was necessary. There must be a movement on part of officials at the policy level to 
grasp the concept of intersectionality in order to promote greater sensitivity in the 
construction of programming that effectively addresses the underlying factors that move 
mothers to the point of relinquishment in their juvenile justice experience.   
Finally, Participant 2 spoke of the success she had in court fighting for her son to 
be released at some point during his troubled period. This came about as a result of her 
encounter with a judge who listened to her story. The implication here is for juvenile 
justice to develop a special mechanism such as a parent advocate for juvenile court that 
permits the voices of all parents to be heard, the outspoken as well as the more commonly 
reticent voices of mothers, whose overall experience in juvenile court may be 
characterized as fearful, embarrassing and intimidating, as shared by participants in this 
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study. 
Implications for Human Service Departments and Social Service Providers 
Human services departments traditionally concern themselves with the well being 
of all children and families in a given locale. Theirs is usually a mandate for a wide range 
of services from protective resources to clinical evaluations to community based and 
residential services for delinquent youth. In meeting this mandate, much rests on the 
nature of services they are able to provide for their clientele and the appropriateness of 
such services in addressing the difficult life experiences of mothers and offspring alike.  
The implications for human services policy makers are: 1) insuring that service providers 
and evaluators understand the need to augment their perspective on single mothers to 
attach importance to the impact of intersectionality on the parenting process. The arrest 
of a child represents an exacerbation of existing stressors in the lives of mothers whose 
circumstances are similar to those in this study, 2) to create specific services, programs, 
and evaluative guidelines that represent holistic interventions to match the myriad trauma 
some families may present with, i.e. childhood sexual assault of mothers, feelings of 
racial inferiority, and poverty related stressors that all have a bearing on family 
functioning, and 3) to insure clinical evaluators and other professionals under the human 
services purview or partnership make recommendations consistent with addressing 
family trauma and maintaining family cohesion and unity whenever possible so as to 
avoid the notion of creating new traumatic experiences in the course of resolving existent 
ones.  
       In summary, the challenges of mothers like those in this study must be more 
profoundly explored to uncover the most private and insidiously painful events of their 
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lives. This study, through the voices of participants, has potential for enriching 
understanding of how to better approach the notion of healing in such women and their 
offspring for major service providers across the academic, clinical and social spectrum.  
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Limitations      
This study set out to employ a group design utilizing up to seven participants. An 
announcement recruitment plan yielded numerous calls from potential participants, most 
of which failed to meet all the necessary criteria. After several weeks, only two 
participants had agreed to a six-session joint interview schedule that was successfully 
carried out. The design was altered to conduct individual interviews and eventually added 
a third participant for variability. There may be potential limitations in the manner in 
which the data was captured, first, from two participants being interviewed 
simultaneously and then one participant interviewed individually. The nature of the data 
might be affected as a result. The participants in the double interview had an opportunity 
to discuss whatever aspect of lived experience the other participant may have introduced 
and vice versa. The single participant’s discussions were limited to her thoughts only. 
The trade off for this however, is the richness multiple participants brought to the 
qualitative study (Madriz, 2000).  
There is a limitation in the difficulty incurred in accessing appropriate 
participants. Participants needed to meet several criteria, African American single mother 
between the ages of 43 and 55 with a son who was adjudicated delinquent. The 
delinquent son criterion was the most difficult aspect for participants to qualify. Lack of 
access to a juvenile database in Philadelphia precluded the ability to reach the appropriate 
population pool without difficulty.     
A third limitation lies in the inability to generalize the findings as representative 
of every single parent African American mother with a son who was adjudicated 
delinquent. The opinions and experiences shared in this study should not be viewed as 
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representative of every African American single mother. However the findings may be 
generalizable with regard to certain socio-cultural factors of women matching the criteria 
and should be considered when working with similar families in social services.   
Recommendations for Further Research 
Based upon the results of this study, there are several ideas for moving forward 
with additional research. First, a study design that can successfully incorporate focus 
groups has several advantages when it comes to interviewing women of color for their 
life stories. This study has, on a small scale, comparatively demonstrated a richer account 
of the lived experiences when two participants were interviewed together. Feminist 
researchers suggest that women have historically used conversation with other women as 
a resource for managing their oppression and more specifically, sharing their stories with 
other women like themselves fostered the notion of confronting and enduring their 
marginality (Madriz, 2000).  
Secondly, greater use of phenomenology as a methodology is strongly 
recommended. In spite of its potential to generate in depth qualitative data, 
phenomenology is under-utilized in the social sciences. The nature of such data 
emanating from phenomenological approaches has meaningful implications for helping 
to change lives through greater understanding and appreciation of those who suffer 
everywhere.   
Another idea for research is to examine the nature of race, class and gender 
oppression in other generations. Comparing the stories of participants herein with either 
women old enough to be their mothers or young enough to be their daughters could yield 
interesting findings in light of different time periods and a different life cycle. 
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It would also be helpful to interview the sons of similar participants to determine 
what they reveal about their mother as this relates to socio-cultural factors in conveying 
their own stories of delinquency.  A study involving the lived experiences of young men 
from a parental perspective who became involved with the juvenile justice system could 
shed light on their particular mindset during the turbulent years of their difficult 
adjustment.   
Lastly, comparing rural single parent mothers and urban mothers with the criteria 
of those herein may be a study with promising comparative results. Examining the level 
of similarity or dissimilarity that rural African American single mothers have with their 
urban counterparts to entertain the relevancy of environment could yield useful outcomes 
in understanding the development of such families. 
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REFLECTIONS 
 
 
 
At the outset of this study I felt a sense of genuine promise. The design had 
included all the elements necessary in my desire to support the two disciplines I feel so 
passionately about and that have become a life’s work for me. They are the fields of 
family therapy and juvenile justice. I possessed no level of intimidation in facing 
interviews with African American women, whom I believed might come from a low-
socio-economic or working class background. After all, it was my own background 
growing up and I believed going into the study that I would be familiar with many of 
their life circumstances, either directly or indirectly. In addition to this, I had spent a 
great number of years engaging African American mothers in the juvenile justice system 
and as a clinician. 
I thought it intriguing the prospect of bracketing out prejudgments of the socio-
cultural factors that comprised this study. These were the phenomena themselves that 
would be under investigation. I remember, as a way of reminding myself to stay on task, 
informing participants that I am coming to this study without any prior knowledge about 
or prejudgments of race, class, gender, single parenting and the juvenile justice system. It 
sounded funny hearing myself say this and sounded even funnier listening to it on tape. 
But I believed I could achieve bracketing at credible levels, if not totally, as I 
remembered authors of phenomenology explaining that even if a perfect or pure state is 
not achieved, a level of openness has been enhanced.  
The study was coming to life finally after many, many months of thinking about it 
and contemplating carrying it out. Conducting this research instilled in me a sense of love 
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for this journey and a desire to do it to the best of my ability.  
I loved these participants even before I met them. I had met hundreds of women 
like them, maybe thousands in my life, including some on a personal level, and I cared 
deeply for them and their stories. They were me, my mother, my aunt, and my cousin, 
perhaps. I had often over-empathized with them because of my own personal background 
and wanted other professionals to share my level of passion for supporting them, 
particularly in juvenile justice. But sadly, passion cannot be taught.  
In the bracketing process, it was a challenge to guard against demonstratively 
agreeing with many of the participants’ experiences as the interviews progressed, yet 
there were times when I compassionately felt they needed a nod or a gesture of 
understanding at the disclosure of some of their most private and sensitive moments.   
The first two participants and I spent several hours together over a number of 
days, which seemed to manifest in a level of bonding among us. I was touched by how  
comfortable they became with the  investigation and I in facilitating the process. They 
appeared to value the nature of the study and wanted to refer others but seemed to have  
little confidence in their prospects.   
I spent a shorter amount of time with the third participant, a one-on-one session 
for two hours. Her story was of gripping magnitude. She had become very emotional in 
her reflection of the lived experience of single parenting. She was actively in therapy 
working on forgiveness of her mother and began reciting to me a letter to her mother at 
her therapist’s recommendation. I found myself in the midst of her tears trying to do all I 
could to console her and insure she was able to remain composed. This was the heart of 
phenomenology. The deep and penetrating emotion of a traumatic life experience that 
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had been hidden and embedded was suddenly revealed for what it truly was with amazing 
clarity. Her experience needed to be understood for the meaning she made of it.   
The deep pain all participants experienced at various stages and under certain 
circumstances in their lives was compelling, but perhaps none more compelling than the 
experience of single parenting. In all its variations, whether totally alone as a mother, 
with extended family support or accompanied by abuse, it was phenomenal. All that these 
experiences were could not be captured so poignantly without the phenomenological lens 
by which to “see” the phenomena decisively. Coming to know their pain through data 
analysis was awesomely revealing.  It caused me to appreciate the sacrifices my own 
mother made as a single parent for her children and what must have been, retrospectively, 
her undisclosed pain and misunderstood struggles. Oh, how resilient she had been over 
the years with more love for her children than anything else she had to give. 
Upon reflection, it was not difficult to avoid prejudging participants for the lives 
they led as single mothers. After all it was a part of my training. I became proficient at it 
in my work in juvenile justice and tried teaching it to other professionals. I was familiar 
with a great deal of what I had heard, yet, I learned a wealth of new information. I gained 
validation through this process of some of the theories I hold for why youngsters fail to 
adjust in acceptable ways. These mothers have demonstrated that childrearing, in all its 
glory of bringing a human being into the world and preparing them for the world is not to 
be taken lightly. It is a hugely important responsibility, often intricate and more 
demanding than words can convey. The missteps a single parent could make in the 
rearing process could cost her dearly at any given stage as it relates to her children’s 
emotional well-being. 
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I am grateful for the opportunity to have scratched the surface of phenomenology 
in this study. I do, in deed, believe there is far more to human beings than that which 
meets the eye or that which is voiced in a clinician’s office. Phenomenology is a method 
to uncover what a thing truly is. I am eternally indebted to the participants for they have 
taught me much with their personal stories of pain, struggle, sacrifice, joy, resiliency, 
strength, honor, love, candor and their personal sense of family. Their voices have been 
sounded loud and clear and I will forever tell their phenomenal stories again and again, 
whenever and wherever there are people willing to help children and families in need. 
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APPENDIX A1: INFORMED CONSENT     
Drexel University 
Consent to Take Part in a Research Study 
 
 
SUBJECT’S NAME: ____________________________________________________ 
 
TITLE OF RESEARCH: A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, Gender, and Class 
in African American Single Mothers of Delinquent Youth  
 
INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: Eric Johnson, Ph. D., Principal Investigator 
             Denise Ray, Co-Investigator 
 
RESEARCH ENTITY: Drexel University  
 
CONSENTING FOR THE RESEARCH STUDY: This is an important document. If 
you sign it, you will be authorizing Drexel University and its researchers to perform 
research studies on you. You should take your time and carefully read it. Discuss it with 
your family member, attorney or any one else you would like before you sign it. Do not 
sign it unless you are comfortable in participating in this study. 
 
PURPOSE OF RESEARCH 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to 
examine the meaning of African American mothers’ experiences of issues of race, 
gender, class, motherhood and having a child who has experienced the juvenile justice 
system. This will help professionals in the social science fields to act more thoughtfully 
when working with other African American mothers under similar circumstances. 
 
Additionally, this research project is in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy from the Programs in Couple and Family Therapy at Drexel 
University. You have been asked to take part in this study because you represent a group 
of mothers who have had similar life experiences. You will be a part of a group of 7 
African American single mothers with a son who has experienced the juvenile system. 
You are not obligated to be a part of the study.  
 
To be included in the study, you must be a single parent African American mother 
between the ages of 28 and 43 and who has a son that was adjudicated delinquent in the 
juvenile justice system, You are not eligible to participate in the study if your son is 
actively under court supervision or if the youth has brothers or sisters actively under 
court supervision. You must be able to respond to five guideline questions. You must be 
available to participate in all 6 interviews. You cannot be diagnosed with a serious 
mental illness or have drug and alcohol dependency. 
 
Once you are enrolled in this study, your participation may end if you decide you no 
longer want to participate.  You may withdraw from this study at any time without any 
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negative consequences. 
 
PROCEDURES AND DURATION 
You understand that the following things will be done: 
• You will participate in a series of 6 group interviews that will last for two hours 
per interview. You will be asked as a group to discuss the answers to 5 guideline 
questions: What is your experience of race, of class, of gender?, What is your 
experience of child rearing?, What is your experience of a son who has been 
involved in the juvenile justice process?   
• The group interviews will take place at Honickman Computer and Learning 
Center, located at 1936 N. Judson Street.  
• The interviews will be audio and video taped. Tapes are the sole possession of the 
co-investigator and will be maintained with confidentiality at all times. A 
transcriber of the audio tapes will have brief and limited access to audio tapes 
only, but full names will not be on the tapes. Once the research is over tapes may 
be used as a teaching tool with confidentiality always being the most important 
factor. Tapes will be destroyed 3 years post completion of the research project, 
proposed to conclude in the Spring of 2008. 
 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There are minimal risks associated with this study. There may be a level of 
inconvenience in interrupting your normal evening routine (meals, helping youth with 
homework, etc.) and some possible discomfort discussing the contextual variables of 
race, gender, class, single parenthood and having a child who was involved in the 
juvenile justice system. In the event you experience distress because of study related 
content, counseling will be offered to support you through their emotional difficulty. The 
co-investigator will work with you to access an appropriate clinician for counseling, if 
warranted. If conflict should occur, it may mean asking you if you would prefer to 
discontinue the study. 
  
UNFORESEEN RISKS 
Participation in this study may involve unforeseen risks. If unforeseen risks should occur, 
the Office of Research Complaince will be notified. 
 
BENEFITS 
There may be no direct benefit from participating in this research study. 
 
ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 
There are no alternative procedures to being involved in the interview process other than 
opting not to participate 
 
REASONS FOR REMOVAL FROM THE STUDY 
You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following reasons: 
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• If all or part of the study is discontinued for any reason by the investigator, or 
university authorities  
• In the event of hostile, angry, or disagreeable behavior threatens the comfort of 
other participants. 
• If they appear impaired due to substance or alcohol use.  
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Participation in the study is voluntary. There are no consequences if you decide not to 
participate. 
 
STIPEND/REIMBURSEMENT 
You will be compensated for their time and commitment to the study. Compensation will 
be in the form of cash. You will receive $15.00 cash at the end of each interview session. 
At the conclusion of the study (6 interviews), you will receive $10.00 in cash for every 
interview attended, for a total of $60.00 in cash.  
 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR COST 
Participation in this study will be of no cost to you. 
 
IN CASE OF INJURY 
If you have any questions or believe you have been injured in any way by being in this 
research study, you should contact Dr. Eric Johnson at telephone number (215) 762-
6930.  However, neither the investigator nor Drexel University will make payment for 
injury, illness, or other loss resulting from your being in this research project.  If you are 
injured by this research activity, medical care including hospitalization is available, but 
may result in costs to you or your insurance company because the University does not 
agree to pay for such costs.  If you are injured or have an adverse reaction, you should 
also contact the Office of Research Compliance at 215-762-3453. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be kept 
confidential. In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be 
kept confidential, but there is a possibility that records which identify you may be 
inspected by authorized individuals such as representatives of the institutional review 
boards (IRBs), or employees conducting peer review activities.  You consent to such 
inspections and to the copying of excerpts of your records, if required by any of these 
representatives. 
 
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research subject or if you have 
problems with a research-related injury please contact the Institution's Office of Research 
Compliance by telephoning 215-762-3453. 
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CONSENT: 
 
• I have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• I have had the study explained to me. 
• I have had all my questions answered. 
• I have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, and have 
received a signed copy. 
• I give consent voluntarily. 
 
 
 
___________________________________________                      ______________ 
Subject or Legally Authorized Representative    Date 
 
 
_______________________________________________  ______________ 
Investigator or Individual Obtaining this Consent    Date 
 
 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Consent 
Name   Title   Day Phone #  24 Hr Phone # 
Eric Johnson, PH.D.    Principle Investigator  215-762-6930  215-762-6930 
Denise Ray   Co-investigator    215-983-1488 215-983-1488          
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APPENDIX A2: MODIFIED INFORMED CONSENT 
 
Drexel University Consent  
To Take Part In A Research Study 
 
 
SUBJECT’S NAME: _____________________________________________________ 
 
TITLE OF RESEARCH: A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, Gender, and Class 
in African American Single Mothers of Delinquent Youth  
 
INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: Eric Johnson, Ph. D., Principal Investigator 
             Denise Ray, Co-Investigator 
 
RESEARCH ENTITY: Drexel University  
 
CONSENTING FOR THE RESEARCH STUDY: This is an important document. If 
you sign it, you will be authorizing Drexel University and its researchers to perform 
research studies on you. You should take your time and carefully read it. Discuss it with 
your family member, attorney or any one else you would like before you sign it. Do not 
sign it unless you are comfortable in participating in this study. 
 
PURPOSE OF RESEARCH 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to 
examine the meaning of African American mothers’ experiences of issues of race, 
gender, class, motherhood and having a child who has experienced the juvenile justice 
system. This will help professionals in the social science fields to act more thoughtfully 
when working with other African American mothers under similar circumstances. 
 
Additionally, this research project is in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy from the Programs in Couple and Family Therapy at Drexel 
University. You have been asked to take part in this study because you represent a group 
of mothers who have had similar life experiences. You will be interviewed individually 
as an African American single mother with a son who has experienced the juvenile 
system. You are not obligated to be a part of the study.  
 
To be included in the study, you must be a single parent African American mother 
between the ages of 28 and 55 and who has a son that was adjudicated delinquent in the 
juvenile justice system. You are not eligible to participate in the study if your son is 
actively under juvenile court supervision or if the youth has brothers or sisters actively 
under juvenile court supervision. You must be able to respond to five guideline 
questions. You cannot be diagnosed with a serious mental illness or have drug/ alcohol 
dependency that is not being treated. 
 
Once you are enrolled in this study, your participation may end if you decide you no 
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longer want to participate.  You may withdraw from this study at any time without any 
negative consequences. 
 
PROCEDURES AND DURATION 
You understand that the following things will be done: 
• You will participate in an individual interview that will last for two hours. You 
will be asked to discuss the answers to 5 guideline questions: What is your 
experience of race, of class, of gender?, What is your experience as a single 
mother?, What is your experience of a son who has been involved in the juvenile 
justice process?   
• The interview will take place at Honickman Computer and Learning Center, 
located at 1936 N. Judson Street or a location of your choice.  
• The interview will be audio and video taped. Tapes are the sole possession of the 
co-investigator and will be maintained with confidentiality at all times. A 
transcriber of the audio-tapes and a technician working to transfer video tapes to a 
DVD will have brief and limited access to these tapes. Your full name will not be 
on the tape. You understand that in reference to the video-tape, even though your 
name will not be attached to your picture, that this does decrease the level of 
confidentiality. Once the research is over tapes may be used as a teaching tool 
with confidentiality always being the most important factor. Tapes will be 
destroyed three years after completion of the research project, proposed to 
conclude in the Spring of 2008. 
            
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There are minimal risks associated with this study. There may be a level of 
inconvenience in interrupting your normal evening routine (meals, helping youth with 
homework, etc.) and some possible discomfort discussing the contextual variables of 
race, gender, class, single parenthood and having a child who was involved in the 
juvenile justice system. In the event you experience distress because of study related 
content, counseling will be offered to support you through your emotional difficulty. The 
co-investigator will work with you to access an appropriate clinician for counseling, if 
warranted. There may be risks of identity exposure associated with transferring video 
recordings to a DVD and in the use of the DVD recordings for teaching purposes for thee 
years after the conclusion of the research study. However, your name will never be used 
in connection with the audio or video recordings.   
 
UNFORESEEN RISKS 
Participation in this study may involve unforeseen risks. If unforeseen risks should occur, 
the Office of Research Complaince will be notified. 
 
BENEFITS 
There may be no direct benefit from participating in this research study. 
 
ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 
There are no alternative procedures to being involved in the interview process other than 
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opting not to participate. 
 
 
 
REASONS FOR REMOVAL FROM THE STUDY 
 
You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following reasons: 
• If all or part of the study is discontinued for any reason by the 
investigator, or university authorities  
• In the event of hostile, angry, or disagreeable behavior. 
• If you appear impaired due to substance or alcohol use.  
 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Participation in the study is voluntary. There are no consequences if you decide not to 
participate. 
 
STIPEND/REIMBURSEMENT 
You will be compensated for your time and commitment to the study. Compensation will 
be in the form of cash. You will receive $20.00 cash at the end of the interview session.  
 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR COST 
Participation in this study will be of no cost to you. 
 
IN CASE OF INJURY 
If you have any questions or believe you have been injured in any way by being in this 
research study, you should contact Dr. Eric Johnson at telephone number (215) 762-
6930.  However, neither the investigator nor Drexel University will make payment for 
injury, illness, or other loss resulting from your being in this research project.  If you are 
injured by this research activity, medical care including hospitalization is available, but 
may result in costs to you or your insurance company because the University does not 
agree to pay for such costs.  If you are injured or have an adverse reaction, you should 
also contact the Office of Regulatory Research Compliance at 215-255-7857. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be kept 
confidential, but there is a possibility that records which identify you may be inspected 
by authorized individuals such as representatives of the institutional review boards 
(IRBs), or employees conducting peer review activities. You consent to such inspections 
and to the copying of excerpts of your records, if required by any of these 
representatives. All audio and video tapes will be stored at Drexel University’s Programs 
in Couple and Family Therapy in a locked cabinet marked “Confidential”. You 
understand that the video tapes made for this research study will include pictures of you 
and therefore will compromise complete anonymity, however, your name will not be 
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used or connected in any way to your picture. You also understand that the audio and 
videotapes will be used for teaching purposes for up to three years after the research is 
completed and you agree to this extended use. The audio and video tapes will be erased, 
cut and discarded at the end of the three year period. 
 
 
OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research subject or if you have 
problems with a research-related injury please contact the Institution's Office of Regulatory 
Research Compliance by telephoning 215-255-7857. 
                                                                                               
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONSENT: 
 
• I have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• I have had the study explained to me. 
• I have had all my questions answered. 
• I have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, and have received a 
signed copy. 
• I give consent voluntarily. 
 
 
 
___________________________________________                      ______________ 
Subject or Legally Authorized Representative    Date 
 
 
_______________________________________________  ______________ 
Investigator or Individual Obtaining this Consent    Date 
 
 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Consent 
Name   Title   Day Phone #  24 Hr Phone # 
Eric Johnson, PH.D.    Principle Investigator  215-762-6930  215-762-6930 
Denise Ray   Co-investigator    215-983-1488 215-983-1488 
 
APPENDIX B: RESEARCH INSTRUMENT 
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                    A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, Gender and  
      Class in Single Parent African American Mothers of Delinquent Youth 
 
 
List of semi- structured questions that will guide phenomenological research of the 5 
contextual variables - race, gender, class, single motherhood, and the juvenile 
justice experience: 
 
 
 
 
 
• What is your experience of race? 
 
 
• What is your experience of gender? 
 
 
• What is your experience of class? 
 
 
• What has the process of rearing a child/children been like for you? 
 
 
• What is your experience of the juvenile justice system and your son’s 
behavioral difficulties? 
 
 
 252
             
 APPENDIX C1: RESEARCH ANNOUNCEMENT 
 
SINGLE PARENT RESEARCH STUDY 
 
A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, Gender, and 
Class in African American Mothers of Delinquent Youth 
 
This research examines the experiences of single 
mothers on race, gender, class, single motherhood, 
and a son in the juvenile justice system. 
  
 
Motthers  mustt   be  bettween  25  and  43  years  olld  tto  
partt iiciipatte..
P
 
 
Participation involves 6 two-hour group interviews to 
be scheduled over a three-week period. 
 
artt iiciipantts  wii ll ll   receiive  cash  awards  for  ttheii r  
iinvollvementt ..
 
    
 
For more information, feel free to call ll   215-983-1488  or 
email the researcher at Deniseray1@msn.com. 
 
 
This research is conducted by a researcher who is a member of Drexel University.  
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APPENDIX C2: MODIFIED RESEARCH ANNOUNCEMENT 
 
 
SINGLE PARENT RESEARCH STUDY 
 
A Socio-Historical Examination of Race, Gender, and  
Class in African American Mothers of Delinquent Youth 
 
This research examines the experiences of single 
mothers on race, gender, class, single motherhood, 
and a son in the juvenile justice system. 
 
 
Motthers  mustt   be  bettween  25  and  55  years  olld  tto  
partt iiciipatte..
P
  
 
Participation involves 1two-hour individual 
interview. 
 
artt iiciipantts  wii ll ll   receiive  cash  awards  for  ttheii r  
iinvollvementt ..
 
    
 
For more information, feel free to call ll   215-983-1488  or 
email the researcher at Deniseray1@msn.com. 
 
 
This research is conducted by a researcher who is a member of Drexel University.  
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APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANTS VALIDATION LETTER 
 
 
 
 May 6, 2008 
 
 
 
Dear Research Participant; 
 
I take this opportunity to thank you for the time you invested in sharing your experience of 
race, class, gender, single parenting and the juvenile justice system. Your willingness to 
share your private and unique personal thoughts, feelings, events and situations was greatly 
appreciated.  
 
I have enclosed textural and structural descriptions of your interviews. These descriptions 
include your verbatim accounts. I wonder if you would review the documents as best you 
can to determine if the they appear accurate to you. Please take note that the structural 
descriptions are not your words but are the product of a specific research step designed to get 
at the underlying dynamics of your specific experience. Feel free to comment as you 
consider appropriate.   
 
Please take the liberty to mark any changes on the documents wherever you believe there are 
inaccuracies and return the document to me in the self-addressed, stamped envelope 
provided. If you agree with the documents, you need not do anything except to contact me 
by telephone at 215 877 3529 or 215 983 1488.       
 
With warm regards,  
 
 
Denise Ray
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APPENDIX E: PARTICIPANT PERSONAL DEMOGRAPHIC TABLE 
 
 
 
 
Participant Area of 
Residence 
Age 
Range 
Education Employed 
Outside Home 
Monthly 
Income 
Number 
of 
Children 
Current 
Marital 
Status 
P1 North 
Philadelphia 
43-48 High School 
Grad 
Yes/Medical 
Insurance 
Rep 
1,700.00     2 Unmarried 
P2 North 
Philadelphia 
40-45 2 years 
College 
Yes/Medical 
Technician 
Supervisor 
3,200.00     2 Married 
P3 North 
Philadelphia 
40-45 High School 
Grad 
No/ 
Disability/SSI 
1,400.00     3 Unmarried 
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APPENDIX F: CONFIDENTIAL PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHIC FORM 
 
 
 
PARTICIPANT # _____ 
 
 
====================================================== 
 
 
 
Area of Residence________________________ 
 
Employed Outside the Home: Yes ___     No___ 
 
Monthly Income___________________ 
 
Number of Children__________ 
 
Age of Participant _______ 
 
Current Marital Status:   Single_____ Married_____Divorced______S.O. 
 
Highest Grade Completed__________ 
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VITA 
 
 
EDUCATION 
• Drexel University, Philadelphia, PA. Programs in Couple and Family Therapy, 
Ph.D. in Marriage and Family Therapy, defended August, 2008, graduation date 
June 2009. 
• Bryn Mawr Graduate School of Social Work and Social Research, Bryn Mawr, 
PA. Master of Social Services degree, May, 1987. 
• Howard University, Washington, DC. Bachelor of Science degree in 
Psychology, May, 1974. 
 
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
 
Juvenile Justice Positions, Philadelphia Family Court, Philadelphia, PA 
Deputy Chief, Juvenile Branch,1999-present 
Entry Level and Supervisory  Training 2001 - present 
Specialized Unit Supervisor, School Based Probation Unit,1996 –1999. 
Supervisor, Geographical Probation Unit, 1992 – 1996. 
Specialized Unit Assistant Supervisor, House Arrest Program, 1989-1992. 
Juvenile Probation Officer, 1983 - 1989  
 
Clinical Positions, Individual and Family Therapy 
Family Therapist in Private Practice, 1991 – 2006. 
EAP and Managed Care Provider, Managed Health Network, 1996 –2006 
Therapist, Delaware County Professional Services, 2002 –2003 
Forensic Family Therapist, Drexel University, Philadelphia, 1999 –2002 
Therapist, Northwest Community Mental Health, Philadelphia, 1993-1994 
 
PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITIES AND SERVICE 
 
Consultant, Jewish Employment and Vocational Services, Philadelphia, PA, 
2005 to present. 
Commissioner, Mayor’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Children’s Behavioral 
Health, Philadelphia, PA, 2006 
Board Member, Spruce Adolescent Counseling and Education Center, 
Philadelphia, PA, 2003-2006 
Board Member, Philadelphia Youth Network, Philadelphia, PA, 2003 - 2009. 
Board Member, Family Support Services, Upper Darby, PA, 2006 - present 
 
This dissertation was typed by the author. 
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